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ABSTRACT

THE GENDERED SUPERHERO: AN EXAMINATION OF MASCULINITIES
AND FEMININITIES IN MODERN AGE
DC AND MARVEL COMIC BOOKS

Jennifer Volintine, M.A.
Department of Anthropology
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Kendall M. Thu, Director

This thesis examines American gender concepts of masculinity and femininity depicted
in six Modern Age superhero comic books. Specifically, it examines how the American gender
concepts of hegemonic masculinity, hypersexualized masculinity, emphasized femininity, and
hypersexualized femininity are depicted in three Marvel and three DC comic books. This
examination found that despite gender differences defined by biological essentialism that
legitimates gender inequality, female and male superheroes are much more alike than different
through what I term ―visionary gender.‖ Also, it examines indicators of gender not previously
examined in American superhero comic books. In particular, it examines the text of superhero
comic books to demonstrate that language use in comic books is gendered and that female
superheroes use interruption as a way to control and dominate male superheroes in conversation.
In addition, two viewpoints within the comic book subculture are examined: the comic
book readers and the comic book artists. It addresses the readers‘ interpretation of gender
depicted in a selection of images illustrating superhero characters‘ bodies and it observes the
artists‘ intention in illustrating superhero characters with respect to gender.

i

NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
DE KALB, ILLINOIS

AUGUST 2016

THE GENDERED SUPERHERO: AN EXAMINATION OF MASCULINITIES
AND FEMININITIES IN MODERN AGE
DC AND MARVEL COMIC BOOKS

BY
JENNIFER VOLINTINE
©2016 Jennifer Volintine

A THESIS SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE
MASTER OF ARTS

DEPARTMENT OF ANTHROPOLOGY

Thesis Director:
Kendall M. Thu

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I am deeply grateful to many individuals who have contributed their expertise, time, and
resources to various areas of this research project. First, I would like to thank my primary thesis
advisor, Dr. Kendall Thu, who helped me shape and focus every aspect of this research project
and whose keen eyes during the editing of numerous drafts of this paper was deeply appreciated.
I am indebted to my other two advisors, Dr. Judy Ledgerwood and Dr. Kristen Myers, who both
offered their ideas, insight, and suggestions in interpreting my results in a different direction. An
additional thank-you goes to Dr. Kristen Myers who helped me term ―visionary gender.‖ My
three advisors have helped me immensely in broadening my perspectives and ultimately in
producing a stronger and more thorough research project. Next, I would like to thank the three
comic book conventions for allowing me the opportunity to conduct research. I am deeply
indebted to and would like to thank the comic book readers and artists who participated in my
research. I am also grateful to Graham Crackers Comics of DeKalb, Illinois, whose friendly staff
acquired the selection of comic books I needed. For use of the copyrighted material, I would like
to thank the rights-holders, DC Comics, Marvel Comics, and the artists and writers. Special
thanks to Dr. Kristopher K. Robison and Dr. Mark Mehrer for the Letters of Recommendation.
Without your letters, positive remarks, and encouragement I would never have continued my
academic career. Finally, to my family. To my siblings: Georgene, Daniel, and Jeanette, and
above all, to my mom, Carol, who acted as a table-helper when I conducted research and whose
love of science fiction and fantasy contributed to mine. Mom, you are my superhero.

iii

DEDICATION

In loving memory of my father, Dale James Volintine,
who taught me the importance of working hard to accomplish my goals.

Also, for my canine companion, Rakka,
who put a smile on my face from high school to graduate school.

iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
LIST OF TABLES…………………………………………………………………………

viii

LIST OF FIGURES…………………………………………………………………….......

ix

Chapter
1. INTRODUCTION………………………………………………………………….

1

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW…………….....

6

Defining of Key Terms……………………………………………………..

6

Culture and Subculture……………………………………………..

6

Mass Media and Popular Culture…………………………………..

7

Gender……………………………………………………………...

8

Discourse and Text…………………………………………………

10

Theoretical Frameworks…………………………………………………....

11

Gender Theories………………………………………………….....

11

Hegemonic Masculinity and Emphasized
Femininity………………………………………………..

11

Gender is a Performance…………………………………

14

Doing Gender and Undoing Gender……………………...

15

v
Chapter

Page
Linguistic Theories…………………………………………………

17

Dominance Theory and Difference Theory………………

17

Media Theories……………………………………………………..

20

The Male and Female Gaze………………………………

20

Meaning, Representation, and Encoding
and Decoding……………………………………………..

22

The Imagined Community………………………………..

23

Comics Theory……………………………………………………...

24

The History of Comic Books and the Birth of the Superhero………………

26

The Four Ages of American Comic Books………………………....

26

Empirical Studies of Comic Books…………………………………………

34

Comic Books and Comic Book Characters………………………....

34

Ethnographic Research on Comic Book Conventions……………...

53

3. METHODOLOGY……………………………………………………………….....

56

Theoretical Framework Review…………………………………………….

56

The Comic Book Convention……………………………………………….

57

Ethnographic Settings………………………………………………………

58

Convention One…………………………………………………….

58

Convention Two…………………………………………………….

60

Convention Three…………………………………………………...

61

Data Collection……………………………………………………………..

63

4. DATA ANALYSIS…………………………………………………………………

74

Content Analysis……………………………………………………………

74

vi vi
Chapter

Page
Types of Masculinities Displayed by the
Superhero Characters……………………………………………….

75

Types of Femininities Displayed by the
Superhero Characters……………………………………………….

76

Stereotypical Feminine and Masculine Traits
Displayed by the Superhero Characters…………………………….

78

Visionary Gender: A New Type of Gender
Displayed by Superheroes………………………………………….

80

The Superhero Characters‘ Body Emphasis…………………..........

83

Section Summary……………………………………………...........

86

Text Analysis……………………………………………………………….

88

Dominance Theory………………………………………………….

88

Difference Theory…………………………………………………..

92

Section Summary…………………………………………………...

97

Comic Book Reader Survey Analysis………………………………………

98

Descriptive Statistics and Frequencies on
the Survey Data……………………………………………………..

98

The Importance of a Superhero Comic Book
Character‘s Gender to Comic Book Readers…………………..........

103

Reader Perception of Masculinity and
Femininity in Superhero Comic Books……………………………..

104

Perception of Male and Female Superhero
Bodies……………………………………………………………….

104

Survey Participants‘ Feedback to Comic Book
Artists………………………………………………………….........

109

Section Summary…………………………………………………...

112

vii vii
Chapter

Page
Interviews…………………………………………………………………..

114

Interviews with Comic Book Readers……………………………..

114

Interviews with Comic Book Artists……………………………….

123

Section Summary…………………………………………………..

127

5. CONCLUSION……………………………………………………………………..

129

Significance and Contribution of Research………………………………....

131

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………………………...

138

COMIC BOOKS USED……………………………………………………………………..

149

APPENDIX: THE COMICS CODE OF 1954...............…………………………….............

150

viii

LIST OF TABLES

Table

Page

1. Survey respondents‘ comic book reading length…………………………………...

101

2. Publishers that respondents purchase and/or read
comic books from…………………………………………………………………...

102

3. The importance of a superhero‘s gender according
to survey respondents‘ gender.....................................................................................

103

4. The perceived sexual desirability of the DC Comics‘
characters…………………………………………………………………………....

107

5. The perceived sexual desirability of the Marvel
Comics‘ characters………………………………………………………………......

109

ix

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure

Page

1. Harley Quinn and Mason are depicted as sex objects on this
cover page from DC Comics‘ Harley Quinn #14…………………………………...

77

2. Lady Thor and Thor Odinson display physical strength and
competitiveness in Marvel Comics‘ Thor #004..…………………………………...

82

3. Harley Quinn demonstrates sexual agency in DC Comics‘
Harley Quinn #14…………………………………..……………………………….

83

4. Barbara Gordon as Batgirl in DC Comics‘ Batgirl #38…………………………….

85

5. Black Cat interrupts Dragonclaw two times in Marvel
Comics‘ Silk #001…………………………………………………………………..

91

6. Lex Luthor engages in a conflict-causing conversation with
Superman in DC Comics‘ Justice League #38……………………………...……...

93

7. Superman reacts to Lex Luthor‘s conflict-causing language
in DC Comics‘ Justice League #38………………………………………………...

94

8. Thor Odinson uses argumentative language in Marvel
Comics‘ Thor #004……………………………………………………………..…..

96

9. Survey participants per convention………………………………………………....

98

10. Survey participants‘ gender………………………………………………………...

99

11. Survey participants‘ regional location……………………………………………...

100

12. DC Comics‘ survey image #1 depicting Wonder Woman
and Superman from Justice League #38……………………………………………

105

13. DC Comics‘ survey image #2 depicting Wonder Woman
and Superman from Justice League #39……………………………………………

105

x
Figure

x

Page

14. Marvel Comics‘ survey image #1 depicting Lady Thor
from Thor #004……………………………………………………………………..

106

15. Marvel Comics‘ survey image #2 depicting Thor Odinson
from Thor #004……………………………………………………………………..

106

16. DC Comics‘ interview image #1 depicting Batman
climbing down a rope from Batman Eternal #42…………………………………..

117

17. DC Comics‘ interview image #2 depicting Harley Quinn
climbing down a rope from Harley Quinn #14……………………………………..

117

18. Marvel Comics‘ interview image #1 depicting Spider-Man
from Spider-Verse: The Amazing Spider-Man #014………………………………..

119

19. Marvel Comics‘ interview image #2 depicting Silk from
Silk #001 (second printing)………………………………………………………….

119

1

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

This research examines how American gender concepts are interpreted by the readers of
superhero comic books and how the artists of superhero comic books represent gender. Gender
is culturally and socially constructed in contrast to sex, which is biologically determined. The
primary research question sought in this paper is: How do American superhero comic books
represent American concepts of gender? This research question will be addressed by
interpreting how readers of superhero comic books interpret and make sense of gender concepts
that are depicted in the comic books that they read. Through a content and text analysis of comic
books, this research also addresses how the artists of superhero comic books depict masculinity
and femininity and examines how American culture and society are becoming less binary, which
is a pattern reflected in superhero comic books through a gender that I term ―visionary gender.‖
This research is relevant to anthropology, because forms of mass media and popular
culture have economic, political, and cultural influences on local, national, and global
communities. However, attention to the individuals who produce the cultural materials and those
who read the cultural materials is incomplete. I gathered the perspectives of two groups of
people within comic book culture. First, I get the perspective of the reader by focusing on the
importance of a superhero character‘s traits and by analyzing how the reader interprets the
differences that they see in the bodies of both male and female superheroes. The second
perspective that I examine are the comic book artists. With respect to artist perspective, I
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analyze how the artists create gender and assess if there are reasons behind depicting characters
in certain ways. I hope to clarify how artists create and design gender in American superhero
comic books and how the readers of comic books interpret gender depicted in them.
I address my research question by using both qualitative and quantitative methods. In
regards to quantitative research, I used surveys completed by comic book convention attendees.
The surveys were aimed at the readers of superhero comic books, not at the artists of comic
books. For qualitative research, I conducted interviews with the readers and the artists of comic
books. The surveys and interviews were conducted at comic book conventions, because fans and
artists gather at conventions to discuss shared interests. In addition, I completed a content and
text analysis of six mainstream superhero comic books; three comic books each from DC and
Marvel Comics. For the content analysis, I analyzed the images and text of superhero comic
books and coded for American gender using traits that are stereotypically viewed as masculine or
feminine and by examining the areas of a character‘s body that is emphasized.
American gender concepts are presented in binary and heteronormative terms and include
the masculine male and the feminized female. For example, in American culture the discourse of
masculinity ―revolves around strength, competitiveness, a high sex drive, rationality and
authority‖ (Milestone and Meyer 2012:23). By contrast, the discourse of femininity in American
culture associates femininity with ―weakness, a caring and gentle nature, shyness, emotionality,
asexuality and chastity and the quest for a committed relationship‖ (Milestone and Meyer
2012:23). Despite the gender differences that male and female superheroes embody, this
research shows that males and, in particular, female superheroes are more similar than different.
I show that male and female superheroes use what I term ―visionary gender‖ to embody an
alternative view of gender, which allows them to be tough, competitive, independent, and gives
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them body agency and sexual agency. Therefore, superheroes can be sexy and strong,
independent, competitive, and tough.
By conducting this research, I have contributed to the limited anthropological research on
comic books. M. Thomas Inge (1978:77) points out that ―While the roots of comic art may be
partly European, the comics as we know them today are a distinctively American art form that
has contributed heavily to the culture of the world…They derive from popular patterns, themes,
and concepts of world culture,‖ and comic books also function as, ―revealing reflectors of
popular attitudes, tastes, and mores, and they speak directly to human desires, needs, and
emotions.‖ The comic book culture has its own set of behaviors, rules, values, and ideas. Most
importantly, I examined how comic book readers in America interpret gender represented in the
superhero comic books that they read, which furthers our understanding of gender concepts
depicted in a form of American popular culture. Moreover, this research defines a new,
culturally acceptable gender – ―visionary gender‖ – and it examines indicators of gender not
previously examined in American superhero comic books, specifically the text of comic books.
Research on comic books is scarce, because mass media and popular culture have not
been a purview of anthropology (Spitulnik 1993). In addition, Thierry Groensteen (2009:9) has
argued that comic books are still in search of cultural legitimization, because comic books
represent a hybrid art of text and images that violate the ―ideology of purity‖ that dominates the
Western view of aesthetics and comic books lack ―narrative ambition.‖ Comic books are
continually incorporated with ―paraliterature,‖ which includes popular genres, such as sciencefiction, fantasy, detective novels, spy thrillers, and so forth (Groensteen 2009). I hope to
legitimize the cultural importance of comic books and contribute to the understanding that comic
books provide cultural knowledge and messages that are passed down from the comic book
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producers and the artists to the comic book readers. I will show that comic books are a form of
American storytelling and modern American mythology.
This thesis is divided into five chapters. Chapter One is the introduction chapter, which
introduces my research topic. Chapter Two, the theoretical framework and literature review, is
divided into four sections. I begin Chapter Two by defining key terms, including culture,
subculture, mass media, popular culture, gender, discourse, and text. The second section of the
second chapter discusses relevant theories necessary for analyzing and understanding comic
book discourse and narrative. I utilize gender theories by R. W. Connell (1987), Judith Butler
(1990), Candace West and Don H. Zimmerman (1987), and Francine M. Deutsch (2007). I also
discuss relevant media theories, including Laura Mulvey‘s (2009) male and female gaze, Stuart
Hall‘s (1980) encoding and decoding, Benedict R. Anderson‘s (1983) imagined communities,
and comics theory, which argues that comic books are a form of writing and the process of
reading comic books involves active reading. The third part of this chapter discusses the history
of comic books and the birth of the superhero. This section examines the four ages of comic
books beginning with the Golden Age in 1938 and ending with today‘s Modern Age. I end
Chapter Two reviewing research that has been conducted on comic books, comic book
characters, comic book conventions, and comic book shops. Chapter Three describes relevant
theories, data collection, research methods, and ethnographic settings. In Chapter Three, I
describe my methodology and I define visionary gender, which is an alternative gender that is
represented in superhero comic books. Chapter Four is the data analysis. In this chapter, I
analyze the data gathered from the content and text analysis of six comic books, the comic book
reader surveys, and the interviews. Chapter Five addresses the significance of this research and
how the research contributes to anthropological literature. In this chapter, I discuss how
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American society is becoming less binary in general and how this pattern is reflected in
superhero comic books and in athletes, a modern version of the American hero, through the
implementation of Title IX. I show that superheroes, especially females, add to their gender
traits that are stereotypically seen as masculine and are not punished for it. I also discuss how
superhero comic books are a form of American culture, particularly how comic books are a form
of American art, storytelling, and mythology, and I consider the limitations of this research and
topics that require further research.
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CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Defining of Key Terms

Culture and Subculture
According to Nancy P. McKee and Linda Stone (2007:2-3) culture is defined as ―the
learned behaviors and ideas that characterize particular groups of people.‖ Culture consists of
behaviors, beliefs, traditions, ideas, values, customs, and worldviews that humans learn as
members of a particular society or culture. Culture can be understood as an individual‘s way of
life. Additionally, culture is grounded in the ability to think in terms of symbols; these symbols
are shared by members of the society or culture. Toby Miller and Alec McHoul (1998) examine
two common definitions of culture. The first definition of culture concerns artistic output, which
is defined and given value by aesthetic and artistic criteria. The second definition of culture is
the anthropological definition; it refers to our way of life and it encompasses everything that
makes us a cultural human. Additionally, McKee and Stone (2007) observe that there are
countless subcultures in America. Comic books form a subculture within American culture and
they function in a manner similar to advertisements, that is, comic books reinforce values,
traditions, ideals, codes, and norms of behavior. Christin J. Mamiya (1992:85) argues this point
observing that, ―comic strips [and comic books] defined good and evil, virtue and corruption,
familial relationships, and appropriate social and business conduct. Through its standardized
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format, the comic strip or book was able to encode ideological claims and address a large
public.‖

Mass Media and Popular Culture
According to Debra Spitulnik (1993:293), ―there is yet no anthropology of mass media.‖
However, there has been a rise in the interest of studying mass media and cultural materials by
anthropologists. Spitulnik defines mass media as, ―the electronic media of radio, television, film,
and recorded music, and the print media of newspapers, magazines, and popular literature – are
at once artifacts, experiences, practices, and processes‖ (1993:293). Forms of mass media are
politically and economically driven and their existence is tied to the use of language. One
continuing concern is ―the power‖ of the mass media, specifically the roles that the mass media
plays as the ―vehicles of culture‖ (Spitulnik 1993:294). Mass media are powerful tools that
cultures use to see and interpret the world.
Forms of mass media are produced and consumed. In the case of comic books, artists
and writers create and produce comic books and the readers of comic books are the consumers.
However, Maureen Mahon (2000:467) observes, ―In spite of the considerable political,
economic, and cultural influence media and popular culture have on local, national, and global
communities, in anthropology focused attention on the individuals and groups who produce these
forms is still unconventional.‖ Anthropologists who have analyzed different types of mass
media and the cultural producers of those objects have been concerned with materiality.
According to Elizabeth Edwards (2012:223), materiality is defined as, ―the physical and
discursive condition of having material substance.‖ Therefore, anthropologists concerned with
the discursive and material substances of the production of cultural material view them as, ―both
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cultural product and social process‖ (Ginsburg 1991:93). For example, artists and writers create
a cultural product, the comic book, and in the process the artists create a social process, such as
the production of an identity, an ideology or a fan-based community. Arjun Appadurai and
Carol A. Breckenridge (1988:7) view cultural products as a form of ―public culture.‖
Consequently, Appadurai and Breckenridge view ―public culture‖ as a ―contested terrain,‖ by
which Mahon (2000:471) observes that, ―cultural producers use media and popular culture forms
to influence public consciousness.‖
Popular culture includes a range of cultural texts which signify meaning/s through words,
images, and practices (Milestone and Meyer 2012:5). Popular culture is produced by two sets of
people. First, there are visible producers, such as the artists and writers (Milestone and Meyer
2012). The second group of people are the invisible producers, such as the managers and
producers. Popular cultural products and texts are symbolic because they carry meanings. These
meanings are produced by both visual and verbal or linguistic representations. According to
Katie Milestone and Anneke Meyer (2012:3), ―The word ‗popular‘ suggests that it is liked and/or
practiced by many people.‖ Therefore, there is a quantitative element to popular culture.
Popular culture is thought of as a part of media culture, because mass media are central in
making culture available to the masses. Consequently, commercialization plays a role in popular
culture.

Gender

Sex is biologically determined and in American culture sex defines individuals as either
―male,‖ or ―female.‖ However, there are ―intersex‖ individuals. By contrast, gender refers ―to
the socially [and culturally] constructed categories of masculine and feminine and the socially
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[and culturally] imposed attributes and behaviors which are assigned to these categories‖
(Milestone and Meyer 2012:12). Behaviors and attributes that are linked to masculinity and
femininity are not natural; rather they are cultural and social constructs. Although differences
exist between males and females and masculinities and femininities, the differences are the
outcome of social and cultural processes. In American culture, masculinity and femininity
represent two extremes, that is, they are often set at opposite ends of a spectrum making them
binaries. In American culture, masculinity is associated with sexual prowess, strength and power
(physical, mental and social), competitiveness, toughness, rationality, and the public sphere
(Milestone and Meyer 2012). In contrast, femininity is associated with the traits of emotionality,
irrationality, weakness, submissiveness, gentleness, kindness, and nurturing (Milestone and
Meyer 2012).
The stereotypical feminine and masculine traits are reflected in the discourse on sexual
reproduction (Martin 1991). Due to the scientific discourse on reproduction, females are viewed
as the weaker sex. In scientific textbooks, female gametes (eggs) and male gametes (sperm) are
characterized in such a way that eggs take on traditional feminine roles and sperm are defined in
traditional masculine roles. According to Martin (1991:489), ―It is remarkable how ―femininely‖
the egg behaves and how ―masculinely‖ the sperm.‖ The egg is feminine, because it is fragile
and dependent on the sperm. Additionally, the terms associated with female reproduction are:
―ceasing,‖ ―dying,‖ ―losing,‖ ―sheds,‖ and ―expelling‖ (Martin 1991:486). Furthermore, the egg
is perceived as being ―large and passive‖ (Martin 1991:489).
By contrast, although sperm are small, they are described in scientific textbooks as
―streamlined,‖ and ―active‖ (Martin 1991:489). The sperm ―deliver their genes,‖ by ―penetrating
[the egg]‖ (Martin 1991:489). Therefore, the sperm are perceived and represented as the active
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gametes, because they try to penetrate the outer coating of the egg. However, the egg is
something that floats and ―drifts,‖ being ―transported‖ and ―swept‖ on a slow moving journey
(Martin 1991:489). Furthermore, eggs are represented as weak, because all females have a
limited number of eggs, whereas sperm is nearly unlimited. Aptly, Martin (1991:491) says that
the common picture of gender differences is summed up as, ―[the] egg as [the] damsel in distress,
shielded only by her scared garments; [the] sperm as [the] heroic warrior to the rescue.‖
McKee and Stone (2007) argue that American gender is interconnected with and
reproduced through the cultural ideas and practices concerning the body. Gender is a dynamic
concept and cultural constructions about the body have changed over time. For example, in the
19th century, American masculinity and the ideal male body shifted from ―thin and unobtrusive
to big and muscular‖ (McKee and Stone 2007:228). The shift to a muscular and larger body is
attributed to men having to continually prove their manhood via success in the public,
competitive, and individualistic domain (Kimmel 2012). Likewise, American femininity and the
ideal female body has also shifted from ―round and voluptuous until the 1920s ―androgynous‖
flapper; round and full again after World War II; and now back to thin, but in the twenty-first
century, more ―toned‖ and muscular‖ (McKee and Stone 2007:228).

Discourse and Text

Comic books are a form of narrative and discourse that depict cultural values, behaviors
and ideals; this discourse occurs between the artist and the reader. In linguistics, a distinction is
made between text and discourse. A text refers to the ―observable product of interactions: a
cultural object‖ (Talbot 2007:9). In this case, the comic book represents the cultural object. In
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contrast, discourse is the ―process of [the] interaction itself: a cultural activity‖ (Talbot 2007:9).
Through drawing, producing, and reading comic books a cultural activity is created, because
there is an interaction between the comic book artist and the reader of the comic book.
According to James Paul Gee (1999:21), ―Discourse‖ is used as a way, ―for combining and
integrating language, actions, interactions, ways of thinking, believing, valuing, and using
various symbols, tools, and objects to enact a particular sort of socially recognizable identity.‖1
Consequently, Discourses are like subcultures, because within each Discourse there are common
ways of thinking and feeling and there are similar identities and beliefs. According to Gee
(1999), Discourses are acquired through socialization and apprenticeship, rather than through
instruction. The comic book subculture represents what Gee (1999) refers to as a Secondary
Discourse, because the comic book Discourse allows for individuals to develop and enact
identities within larger social institutions. Moreover, the comic book Discourse is a Discourse
that involves an interest-driven group, that is, the comic book readers, artists, writers, and the
comic book industry are part of and create the comic book Discourse.

Theoretical Frameworks

Gender Theories

Hegemonic Masculinity and Emphasized Femininity
According to Connell (1987:183), ―Hegemonic masculinity is always constructed in
relation to various subordinate masculinities as well as in relation to women…There is no
1

Gee (1996) distinguishes between ―discourse‖ and ―Discourse.‖ In sociolinguistics, discourse refers to the verbal
interactions and series of utterances that occur between speaker and listener. By contrast, Gee‘s (1996) distinction
recognizes interrelationships between social relations, contexts, and identities and the situation of language use.

12

femininity that is hegemonic in the sense that the dominant form of masculinity is hegemonic
among men.‖ Although American culture defines the dominant type of masculinity as white,
heterosexual, middle-class, and early middle-aged, Connell cautions that hegemony does not
mean complete cultural dominance and the destruction of the alternative masculinities; rather
hegemony means ―ascendancy achieved within a balance of forces‖ (Connell 1987:184).
Consequently, other forms of masculinities are subordinate, not eliminated. Although
hegemonic masculinity is the cultural ideal of masculinity, the majority of men‘s actual
personalities do not correspond to the dominant masculinity (Connell 1987). In fact, ―the
winning of hegemony often involves the creation of models of masculinity which are quite
specifically fantasy figures‖ (Connell 1987:184). Therefore, hegemonic masculinity has the
effect of the unattainable ideal. One form of femininity that Connell (1987) discusses is
emphasized femininity. As stated by Connell (1987:183), ―It is the global subordination of
women to men that provides an essential base for differentiation. One form is defined around
compliance with this subordination and is oriented to accommodating the interests and desires of
men.‖
However, Connell (1987) recognizes that gender can be chosen and that there are
variations in gender. For example, other femininities are defined by forms of noncompliance or
by strategies of resistance or by a combination of compliance, cooperation, and resistance.
Similarly, there are conservative masculinities, subordinate masculinities, and calculative
masculinities. Connell notes that there are ―multiple dimensions of variation‖ and that
femininity and masculinity need not be treated ―as ends of the same dimension‖ (1987:174).
Moreover, Connell remarks that there does not need to be any physiological traits which
distinguishes masculinities from femininities and vice versa. In fact, femininity and masculinity
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are very similar in temperament, that is, they are ―homogeneous dimensions of temperament,
which can be measured in all people‖ (Connell 1987:173). In analyzing masculinity and
femininity there is a historical context to consider, because relationships and patterns change.
Therefore, new forms of femininities and masculinities emerge, while others disappear. Also,
what most men and women support is not necessarily what they are (Connell 1987).
According to Philippa Gates (2006:34), the ―tough guy‖ is a universal and pervasive
standard of America‘s dominant fiction. The tough guy masculinity is associated with ―manly
masculinity‖ and it uses femininity, particularly the feminine traits of innocence, dependence,
and fragileness, as its opposite. The tough guy masculinity is pervasive in the heroes of
American popular culture and the tradition of toughness in American popular culture is
constructed as ideals of hypermasculinity. Mila Bongco (2000) explains that in scrutinizing the
identity of a superhero it is obvious that masculinity is a key element in defining and
differentiating an everlasting hero. Particularly, masculinity in superheroes ―manifests itself
more in how effectively a superhero uses mind and/or muscle to resolve various power struggles,
thereby displaying authority and self-sufficiency, and gaining public recognition‖ (Bongco
2000:115). Moreover, John Jennings (2013:59) observes that the ideal superhero body is ―an
object of cultural production that stands for many socially [and culturally] constructed ideas
regarding power, justice, and morality.‖ Consequently, the superhero body is a personification
of cultural and social values in a physical form.
However, Gates (2006:35) cautions that there are contradictions in the construction of
heroes and within the ―tradition of toughness.‖ For example, in Gates‘ (2006) examination of
the detective genre, she remarks that the detective heroes struggle between opposing forces,
particularly between independence and social conformity. Heroes must work within the
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boundaries of the law, but they must also assert their independence, which leads to subverting
the law. Also, heroes must be smart enough to outsmart criminals, but they must also prove their
toughness by performing violence. According to Gates (2006:35), ―The tradition of toughness is
exhibited through the body, but more importantly it is seen as possible to acquire toughness – an
internal quality – through the remodeling of the body – an external one.‖ Consequently, an
attempt can be made to construct the tough guy masculinity internally by performing externally
visible traits that are associated with the tradition of toughness, such as competitiveness and
withholding emotions; this relates to Butler‘s idea of performing gender.

Gender is a Performance

Irving Goffman (1959) and Judith Butler (1990) theorized that gender is a performance or
a performative construct. Thus, according to Goffman and Butler, gender is not a fixed category
and an inherent identity. Instead, gender is the product of a sequence of acts, practices, and
characteristics that have become labeled as masculine and feminine over time. There are
differences between Goffman‘s and Butler‘s theories. For Goffman (1959), men and women
perform the gender roles of masculinity and femininity. As actors, they perform their gender
roles by constantly engaging in gendered practices that are considered appropriate for their
gender. For example, women who take care of children and perform housework are performing
femininity, while men who are competitive and play sports are acting out their masculinity.
These performances are referred to as gender displays. According to Goffman (1959), gender
displays are the conventionalized portrayals of a culture‘s idealization of masculinity and
femininity. According to Milestone and Meyer (2012:13), ―One of the problems with Goffman‘s
idea of gender as a role being performed by individuals is that it makes gender appear as a
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conscious, optional identity which we only perform when we decide to do so, at certain points in
time.‖ For Butler (1990), gender is not a performance as Goffman implies, rather gender is a
performative construct. Butler does not believe that there are performers behind the
performance. Instead, Butler (1990) believes that our individual actions are habitual, rather than
conscious acts. Therefore, individual acts are habitual and repetitive reenactments which solidify
into gender. Milestone and Meyer (2012:14) remark that, ―The performative nature of gender is
not something we usually notice because the performativity of femininity and masculinity is so
routine and naturalized that it remains invisible.‖

Doing Gender and Undoing Gender

According to West and Zimmerman (1987), gender is constructed through interactions
that are social and cultural. Gender is an achieved status, because it is something that individuals
do through social interactions. Therefore, West and Zimmerman (1987) argue against the widely
recognized idea that gender is a reflection of biological differences and that gender is an attribute
of individuals. Consequently, we do gender by adapting behaviors that are coded in our culture
and in our society as feminine or masculine. For example, a coded behavior in American culture
that is masculine is playing sports, while a coded behavior that is feminine is taking care of
children. In the case of comic books, female superheroes may exhibit less powerful superpowers
that put them on the defense, rather than in the position of offense. By doing gender, West and
Zimmerman (1987) argue that individuals create differences between the feminine gender and
the masculine gender. However, the gender differences are created by social and cultural
interactions, not biological differences.
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American culture emphasizes that men should be dominant to be masculine. Michael S.
Kimmel (2012) examines the role of manhood in American culture by examining how men do
gender, that is, how men do masculinity and how men create a masculine identity. Kimmel
(2012:3) argues that ―the quest for manhood – the effort to achieve, to demonstrate, to prove our
masculinity – has been one of the formative and persistent experiences in men‘s lives.‖ One way
in which American culture influences the identity of men is through fictions and stories.
According to Kimmel, literature is a way in which savagery and heroic masculine virtues are
promoted. For example, Tarzan is considered to be half human and half animal, in the sense that
he was, ―an ape by training and environment‖ (Kimmel 2012:113). Tarzan is a hero with a
man‘s figure, but with an animal savagery and he uses a primitive and ferocious masculinity.
Although the theory of doing gender has changed the study of gender, the theory has been
criticized. Deutsch (2007) suggests that researchers should utilize the undoing gender theory,
instead of the doing gender theory. First, the phrase ―doing gender,‖ suggests the idea of
conformity, while the phrase ―undoing gender,‖ evokes resistance (Deutsch 2007). Second, by
―doing gender,‖ one is accomplishing gender. If gender is something to be accomplished, then
West and Zimmerman (1987) are reaffirming gender differences, rather than demolishing gender
differences (Deutsch 2007). Lastly, doing gender is used to refer to social interactions that
reproduce gender differences. In contrast, undoing gender refers to social interactions that
reduce gender differences (Deutsch 2007). West and Zimmerman (2009) have addressed
Deutsch‘s critique and they argue that undoing gender implies the abandonment of the sex
category, that is, gender becomes something that people are no longer accountable for.
Therefore, for West and Zimmerman (2009:118), ―Gender is not undone so much as redone.‖
For example, a man can be viewed as unmasculine, but that does not make him unmale.
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Linguistic Theories

Dominance Theory and Difference Theory

Gender may be distinguished in language. In sociolinguistics, difference theory and
dominance theory are used to analyze the gender of a speaker. Dominance theory states that
males employ strategies to dominate the conversation (Coates and Pichler 2011). According to
Deborah Tannen (1994), interruption is assumed to indicate dominance. Additionally, West and
Zimmerman (1983) argue that men dominate women in conversation by interrupting their turn to
speak. Interruption is ―a device for exercising power and control in conversation‖ (West and
Zimmerman 1983:103). Furthermore, Mirra Komarovsky (1962) and Jack W. Sattel (1983)
discovered that silence is a device that is used to exercise dominance and power. For example,
Sattel (1983) concluded that men are able to control and dominate women in conversation by
refusing to speak, but Susan Gal (1991:175) notes that silence can also be a ―strategic defense
against the powerful.‖ Therefore, the language used by characters in comic books may be
gendered. As an example, male superheroes may dominate female superheroes in conversation
by interrupting their turn to speak.
The second sociolinguistic theory is difference theory, which examines the effect of
gender on language use (Coates and Pichler 2011). According to Jane Pilcher and Imelda
Whelehan (2004:59), ―to say something is ‗gendered,‘ is a way of describing it…[it] is also used
as a verb and therefore gives expression to action, or ‗the doing of‘ gender.‖ Jennifer Coates and
Pia Pichler (2011) argue that people identify themselves as women or men in specific speech
communities through the use of compliments, directives, politeness, or by swearing. For
example, women are more likely than men to give compliments, while men are more likely than
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women to give directives. Tannen (1994) observes that male speakers are competitive and are
more likely than females to engage in conflict-causing behaviors. By contrast, females are more
likely than males to engage in cooperative behaviors, such as being supportive, making
suggestions, and by agreeing (Tannen 1994). Therefore, language in comic books may indicate
the gender of the speaker. For example, female superheroes may be more likely than male
characters to give compliments and to use more polite forms of language, such as saying
―Please‖ and ―Thank-you.‖ By contrast, male superheroes may be more likely than their female
counterparts to use expletives and directives.
However, there are critiques of Tannen‘s argument. According to Victoria Leto
DeFrancisco (2011), past studies accepted gendered linguistic differences, but failed to analyze
social or relational contexts. For example, Jenny Cheshire (2011) argues that the frequency of
use of the non-standard linguistic features is correlated with the speaker‘s socioeconomic status.
Additionally, William Labov (1972) points out that when formality in a situation increases, the
frequency of use of the non-standard linguistic features decreases. Penelope Eckert (2011)
observes that Tannen (1994) views gender as an independent category, so that the effect on an
individual‘s behavior is the same regardless of other variables, such as race, social class, age,
and/or ethnicity. Therefore, a critique of Tannen‘s view is that it becomes common practice to
generalize on the basis of observation, because gender is viewed as an independent aspect of
identity (Eckert 2011). This leads to the use of identifying speech as either ―women‘s speech‖ or
―men‘s speech‖ (Eckert 2011:58). Eckert (2011) concludes that the generalization of women‘s
speech, which states that women are linguistically more conservative than men, has more to do
with women‘s greater use of symbolic resources that are used to establish membership and/or
status, rather than gender.
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Senta Troemel-Ploetz (2011) also offers a critique on Tannen‘s (1990) work. Tannen
argues that women and men are cross-culturally communicating during mixed-sex conversations.
According to Tannen (1990:17), ―if adults learn their ways of speaking as children growing up in
separate social worlds of peers, then conversation between women and men is cross-cultural
communication.‖ However, Troemel-Ploetz (2011) concludes that Tannen‘s work is apolitical,
because Tannen examines the interactions between men and women in terms of control, the
application of power, and unequal rights. Tannen (1990) ignores that speakers are in active
social exchanges. Thus, conversations can either demonstrate the domination of men and the
subordination of women or the interactions can be fairer and symmetrical. According to
Troemel-Ploetz (2011:527), ―we produce equality or inequality, symmetry or asymmetry in
every conversation, only it is usually the more powerful who have the choice to give up some of
their privileges and rights, and the less powerful who cannot just demand equality or symmetry
and get it.‖ Although inequality in comic book conversations may be difficult to detect, there are
perceived power structures that dictate who has more power and who has less. For example,
Marvel Comics‘ Tony Stark (Iron Man) is perceived as more powerful, in terms of money,
resources and status, than Peter Parker (Spider-Man). Therefore, Tony Stark would have more
conversational power than Peter Parker.
To conclude, by assuming a male-female dichotomy and by emphasizing language which
reflects the male-female dichotomy, we fail to recognize third genders and we reinforce
biological essentialism (Bing and Bergvall 1998). By using a male-female dichotomy language
and language use will reflect this dichotomy. Therefore, individuals who do not fit into the
category of male or female will be either ―ignored or subject to boundary policing‖ (Bing and
Bergvall 1998:409). It is important to understand that when researchers search for differences,
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they also reinforce the gender dichotomy. Janet M. Bing and Victoria L. Bergvall (1998) suggest
that researchers abandon the binary models and instead use a diversity model. In regards to this
research, I will be using difference and dominance theory as it relates to the male-female
dichotomy, because the majority of superhero comic book characters follow the male-female
dichotomy and are visually recognizable as either ―male‖ or ―female.‖ Additionally, characters
are assigned their sex category by artists and writers.

Media Theories

The Male and Female Gaze
In contrast to linguistic text, ―images provide a visual representation of male and female
subjects‖ (Milestone and Meyer 2012:178). Images can sexualize men and women by depicting
them in sexually provocative poses, emphasizing and showing off sexual parts of their body, and
through the use of clothing or lack thereof. In her research, Mulvey (2009) addresses both the
process of consumption and the pleasures that are derived from looking at someone or
something. The male gaze occurs when men, involved in the process of looking, derive pleasure
from the image that they consume and from the fact that they are in control (Mulvey 2009). In
the case of the male gaze, there is a gender divide, because the process of gazing is split between
the active male spectator who has the power to look and the powerless, passive female who
functions as an object to be looked at (Mulvey 2009). According to Milestone and Meyer
(2012:179), ―male viewers can identify with the powerful gaze of the male character on screen,
waiting for an object to arrive to satisfy his desires.‖ By consuming the sexualized images of
women, a masculine identity is constructed, particularly a heterosexual masculinity. This theory
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is important for my research, because the majority of comic book artists and writers are males.
The artists and writers create male and female characters through their male gaze, which
reinforces gender differences and inequalities. Therefore, male artists and writers are creating
something to be consumed for a male-oriented audience, that is, the male comic book readers
derive pleasure from consuming the images depicted within a comic book.
However, there is a shortcoming of Mulvey‘s theory of the male gaze. Milestone and
Meyer (2012:180) ask the question: Whether the gaze is always male or if there is a female gaze?
Milestone and Meyer reference two fundamental changes since the 1980s in support of the
female gaze. First, ―popular culture begins consciously to present male bodies as erotic
spectacles for their audiences‖ (Milestone and Meyer 2012:180). For example, cultural and
social codes are used to signal to the spectator that men‘s bodies are there for the pleasure of
gazing, such as through the use of sultry looks, sexual poses, and the slow removal of clothing
(Milestone and Meyer 2012). Secondly, across popular culture from movies to men‘s
magazines, there is a sexualization and aestheticization of the male body (Milestone and Meyer
2012). However, Milestone and Meyer remark that the male gaze and the female gaze are not
exactly the same. First, the male desire to look good is generally aimed at the mirror, rather than
women. Additionally, ―the female gaze is not as powerful as the male gaze. Even in the role of
objects, men are not as disempowered and passive as objectified women because they retain an
active role in playing the game for their narcissistic egos‖ (Milestone and Meyer 2012:181).
Secondly, the most common image is still the scantily clad woman, even though erotic images of
men have become increasingly common. To conclude, although there is a female gaze in
American culture, it is not as prevalent in our socio-cultural framework as the male gaze.
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Meaning, Representation, and Encoding and Decoding

Stuart Hall (1997) argues that culture involves the production and exchanges of meanings
between members of a society or group. Meaning is assigned to people, objects, and events by
cultural participants. Hall (1997) observes that we assign meaning to people, objects, and events
by how we represent them, that is, through the words we use, the images we produce, the stories
we tell, the ways in which we categorize and conceptualize them, the values we assign to them,
and the emotions we place on them. According to Hall (1997:5), ―meaning is thought to be
produced – constructed – rather than simply ‗found‘.‖ Thus, representation is a process of
secondary importance, because it inserts itself only after things are completely formed and their
meaning established. Hall (1997:9) cautions that representation can only be appropriately
analyzed in relation to: ―the actual concrete forms which meaning assumes, in the concrete
practices of signifying, ‗reading‘ and interpretations; and these require analysis of the actual
signs, symbols, figures, images, narratives, words and sounds – the material forms – in which
symbolic meaning is circulated.‖ Consequently, the analysis of meaning of concrete material
forms can change over time, and there may be more than one, true meaning, because the analysis
of meaning is interpretative. Although meaning is not straightforward, meanings are inscribed in
relations of power and are often organized into oppositions or binaries.
Hall‘s (1997:10) concept of ―the practices of representation‖ is important to this research,
because it examines ―The embodying of concepts, ideas and emotions in a symbolic form which
can be transmitted and meaningfully interpreted.‖ Both the comic book artist and the reader are
active participants in a process which is double-sided and interactive. This process is, according
to Hall (1997:10), ―dialogic,‖ because shared cultural codes and shared knowledge frameworks
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maintain the dialogue between artist and reader. Hall‘s (1980) theory of encoding and decoding
places the text, embedded within the discourse practice, at the center. The discourse practice is
itself embedded in sociocultural practices. According to Talbot (2007), the text is a product that
contains traces of the production process; this is Hall‘s (1980) ―encoding.‖ The text becomes a
resource from the perspective of the person decoding it and the text contains prompts for the
interpretation processes; this is Hall‘s (1980) ―decoding.‖ Thus, encoding occurs at the point of
cultural production, while decoding occurs at the point of cultural consumption.
Additionally, Hall‘s (1980) theory of encoding and decoding emphasizes that the social
processes involved in encoding meanings are not the same as the social processes involved in
decoding meanings with regards to various media and texts. Talbot (2007:7) expands on this
point arguing that ―we cannot assume that the texts ‗mean the same‘ to producers as to
audiences.‖ Hall (1980) describes three ideological positions that subjects may take when
decoding messages relayed to them through media: dominant-hegemonic, negotiated, or
oppositional. The dominant-hegemonic or the preferred reading implies that readers identify
with the cultural standards communicated to them by the reading of the media or text. Readers
maintain a negotiated reading of the media or text when they generally accept the dominanthegemonic reading, but alter the reading to reflect their own cultural values. When readers
entirely reject the media or text and create their own interpretations of the messages being
conveyed, then the readers experience an oppositional reading of the media or text.

The Imagined Community
Anderson‘s (1983) work on imagined communities offers a compelling argument for
analyzing the power of mass media. According to Anderson, communities are distinguished by
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the style in which they are recognized and imagined. Moreover, Anderson notes that something
is imagined as a community, because regardless of inequality that may be present, there is
always a deep companionship and solidarity between its members. According to Spitulnik
(1993:295), Anderson‘s concept of the imagined community is a ―mass mediated collectivity
where members may not all know each other, but where each shares the idea of a common
belonging.‖ According to Anderson (1983), imagined communities are socially constructed
communities that are imagined by people who perceive themselves as belonging to that specific
community or group. In regards to this study, the imagined community is applied to American
comic book culture, which is represented by the fandom community. The fandom community is
socially constructed by people, particularly the fans, the comic book readers, and the comic book
artists, who perceive themselves as belonging to the community through their shared
commonalities and interests. Randy Duncan and Matthew J. Smith (2009:175) remark that
―fandom [is not] a highly centralized community,‖ rather it functions more like ―an ‗imagined‘
or virtual community where people are joined by bonds of mutual interest rather than geographic
proximity to one another.‖

Comics Theory

Today, comics theory argues that comic books involve the process of active reading.
Charles Hatfield (2005:33) notes that comics are not just visual displays, but also texts that
necessitate a reader‘s ―active engagement and collaboration in making meaning.‖ Comics theory
recognizes that comics are a form that is different from film due to its own signifying codes,
practices, and conventions. According to Scott McCloud (1993:212), the comics‘ form ―offers
range and versatility within all the potential imagery of film and painting plus the intimacy of the
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written word.‖ Consequently, comics theory claims that comics involve active reading,
intimacy, and writing. Hatfield (2005:33) argues this point claiming that ―comic art is a form of
writing.‖
However, comics were not and still are not universally recognized as a reading
experience. In the 1940s to the mid-1950s, American academic research about comics
concentrated on ―reading skills, reading habits and literary acquisition‖ (Hatfield 2005:33). The
first wave of American academic research about comic books reflected popular concerns that
comic books posed a challenge to school curricula and questioned traditional notions of literature
(Hatfield 2005). Although early academic research and writings about comic books were
political, they represent the first academic interest in comic books and comic art. While
academic research about comic books in the 1940s to the mid-1950s ignored the importance of
the form‘s visual and verbal technique, by the 1970s there was a shift in comics theory that
stressed the ―guarded endorsement of comics as an aid to literacy‖ (Hatfield 2005:35). In fact,
Hatfield notes that the 1970s saw a focus on the use of comics as instructional tools. However,
academic literature on comic books reveals two kinds of thought in regards to the reading of
comics. First, comic books are seen as effective aids to reading and literacy, because they are
―easy‖ to read and comprehend (Hatfield 2005:36). Second, comic books are terrible aids to
reading and literacy, because they are ―easy‖ to read and comprehend (Hatfield 2005:36). In the
second case, Hatfield notes that comic books were possibly viewed as obstacles to literacy. Yet,
both of these schools of thought neglected the ―specificity of the comics reading experience‖
(Hatfield 2005:36). For example, readers utilize different reading strategies and interpretive
schemas or mental models when they read comic books as opposed to reading standard written
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texts. For instance, comic book readers contend with interpreting a single image and interpreting
the image as it appears in a sequence of images.

The History of Comic Books and the Birth of the Superhero

The Four Ages of American Comic Books

The history of American comic books is generally divided into four ages: the Golden
Age, the Silver Age, the Bronze Age, and the Modern Age. The Golden Age of American comic
books began in 1938, with the creation of Superman by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster debuting in
Action Comics #1, and lasted until 1950 (Russell 2013:123). During the Golden Age, the
superhero archetype was formed and was defined as a ―nearly mythological figure who, though
superpowered, could integrate themselves into a fictional society‖ similar to our own (Russell
2013:123). The superheroes that debuted during the Golden Age include Superman, Batman,
Wonder Woman, Captain America, Sub-Mariner, and Captain Marvel. These superheroes‘
stories were set in the real world, which grounded their narratives in plausibility (Russell 2013).
In the real world, the Golden Age expanded ―post-World War I, the Great Depression, and ended
with World War II and the atomic era‖ (Russell 2013:123). World War II had the greatest
effects on the emerging comic book industry and had the greatest impacts on comic book
characters, like Captain America, and on comic book stories. For instance, after the atomic
bombings of Japan in 1954, new superheroes emerged with ―radiation-gained‖ superpowers and
superheroes fought against Hitler, Nazis, and Japanese soldiers (Russell 2013:123). During wartime, comic books sold even more copies, because the stories mirrored social events happening
in the real world; comic book readers were able to relate to the war effort and to those fighting in
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the war. Correspondingly, World War II initiated a push for patriotic heroes and provided the
superheroes with an emerging set of enemies. Bongco (2000:97) states that ―In the Summer of
1941, Nazi-bashing superheroes began in earnest – with propaganda and slogans included in the
pages of comic books. The war also introduced an element of realism…and publishers adapted
historical events or biographies of war heroes into comic book stories.‖ However, comic book
sales declined after the war and comic book companies began to create other stories that were
different from superhero comic books. Consequently, new comic book genres emerged
including western, romance, horror, and jungle stories.
The Silver Age of American comic books began in 1956 and lasted until 1970, although
it is difficult to determine when the Silver Age ended. This period began with the introduction of
the second Flash, Barry Allen and is typified by many influential artists and writers, such as Stan
Lee, Jack Kirby, Steve Ditko, and Gil Kane. The Silver Age is also characterized by the
introduction of the Comics Code Authority (CCA), ―a ratings code by which the industry would
police itself, and produce sanitized fare for impressionable youngsters. The Code‘s rule about
subject matter, violence, and sexuality were the nails in the coffin for sensational and prurient
crime and horror comics‖ (Madrid 2009:57-58). Also, the Code required that women had to be
illustrated ―realistically,‖ which resulted in many female characters simply disappearing from
comic books (Madrid 2009:58). The CCA was established due to Dr. Fredric Wertham‘s (1954)
book Seduction of the Innocent, which made condemnations against comic books, particularly
that comic books‘ depiction of violence, gore, and horror lead to delinquency in juveniles. Dr.
Wertham‘s attack against comic books led to parents galvanizing against popular forms of
literature for censorship. At the same time, a U.S. Congressional hearing about the negative
impacts of comic books was launched. Following the U.S. Congressional hearing and the
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publication of Seduction of the Innocent, the CCA was voluntary established by comic book
publishers, which resulted in self-censorship (see the Appendix for the complete requirements
established by the CCA). If the CCA logo appeared on the cover of a comic book, then parents
knew that the comic book was safe for their child/children to read; the logo stated that the comic
book was ―Approved by the Comics Code Authority.‖
Although the CCA censored comic books which resulted in the removal of female
characters, Bongco (2000:98) argues that the ―censorship attacks of Dr. Wertham and the
Congressional hearings on comics and juvenile delinquency, also led indirectly to the
renaissance of superhero comics.‖ Specifically, in 1956 there was the generation of ―one of the
most significant trends in comic book history – the revival and updating of original comic book
superheroes for a new audience‖ (Bongco 2000:98). For example, Golden Age superhero
Captain America came out of retirement. During the Silver Age, Marvel Comics dominated the
industry in the 1960s and early 1970s, but DC Comics benefited from the Batman television
series during the 1960s (Bongco 2000:98). During the Silver Age of American comic books
existed what Stan Lee dubbed ―The Marvel Age of Comics,‖ which occurred from 1961 to 1970
(Daniels 1991:84). The Marvel Age ushered in an age of renaissance in the comic book industry
by humanizing superheroes. During the Marvel Age, creators introduced ―a new generation of
troubled characters ambivalent about their powers, including Spider-Man, The Fantastic Four,
and The Incredible Hulk‖ (Daniels 1991:82). These new superheroes questioned their motives
for being superheroes (Bongco 2000). Fortunately, comic book readers related to many of these
new troubled characters, which led to a boom in sales.
The Marvel Age was dominated by the Marvel-style, an art style that stresses realism
(Lee 1991). Although comic books are part of the science fiction and fantasy genre, realism is
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achievable in many ways. According to Stan Lee (1991:9), the trick is to ―create a fantastic
premise and then envelope it with as much credibility as possible.‖ Realism then can be
achieved by having superpowered characters experience woes and worries and by giving each
character a weakness. Another way realism is achieved is through dialogue. Lee (1991:9)
remarks that, ―We [at Marvel Comics] try to ensure that you‘ll never hear Wolverine speaking in
the same manner as Reed Richards…Dr. Doom and Thanos will be miles apart linguistically;
and Thor isn‘t likely to be mistaken for The Punisher if you happen to overhear him on the
phone.‖ Lee also argues that humor adds an element of realism to any story, no matter how dark
and somber that story may be. A final way that Marvel Comics adds realism to their mythos is
by talking to their readers. According to Lee (1991:10), this is achieved by creating stories that
are enjoyed by both younger and older readers, that is, ―we create stories for younger people
which respect the intelligence of our older readers…we fashion stories for adults which can be
read and enjoyed by younger readers.‖
Due to the emphasis on realism in comic books during the Silver Age, Marvel Comics
broke the tradition of following the CCA. In 1971, Marvel Comics wanted to publish a story in
Amazing Spider-Man #96-98 that involved a supporting character experiencing addiction (Niesse
2001). However, according to the CCA, comic book characters were not allowed to be
illustrated consuming alcohol and/or drugs. Marvel Comics published the story without CCA
approval, which lead to revisions and the abandonment of the Code altogether (Russell 2013).
There is no unanimous agreement on the end of the Silver Age, but it is generally accepted that
the Silver Age ended with The Amazing Spider-Man #121 in 1973 with the death of Peter
Parker‘s girlfriend, Gwen Stacy. Christian Russell (2013:124) argues this point stating, ―this
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event can be interpreted as an end to the idyllic stories of the Silver Age, it can also be
interpreted as a harbinger of the violence and grittiness that was to come in the Bronze Age.‖
The Bronze Age began in the 1970s and ended in 1985 (Russell 2013:124). The Bronze
Age represents the Dark Ages of American comic books as this age was characterized by darker
storylines that dealt with real life issues, such as drug addiction, violence, and alcoholism.
According to Bongco (2000:142), there was an ―underlying cynicism in the revamping of the
genre rather than simply an imaginative elaboration of an old genre.‖ There was a connection
between the increase of cynicism and pessimism in superheroes and the larger ―apocalyptic
impulse in mass culture‖ to the real world, corresponding to the sentiment of the early 1990‘s
Generation X (Bongco 2000:142). In both comic books and the real world, authority was
ambiguously defined, there was a feeling of societal decline, and there were compromises in
formulating ideologies and beliefs (Bongco 2000). Consequently, by the late 1980s and early
1990s, superheroes underwent character transformations including personality changes.
Moreover, superheroes ceased to be superhumans; they were illustrated as having problems in
dealing with a more somber and corrupt modern world. Bongco (2000:145) remarks that
―noticeable [in superhero comic books] is the hint of amorality which started to surround some
superheroes as they worked more and more on the borderlines of the law. Retribution and
revenge…became acceptable motives for becoming a superhero.‖
Also featured during the Bronze Age were characters from minority backgrounds and a
more realistic art style, rather than the Golden and Silver Ages‘ art style, which was more
stylistic, technical, and formulaic (Russell 2013). Moreover, characters made appearances in
comic books that were not their own more often than in the Golden and Silver Ages and comic
book companies, such as DC and Marvel, crossed over their characters. For an example, ―1996‘s
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DC vs. Marvel Comics, resulted in a temporary alliance between companies called Amalgam
Comics‖ (Russell 2013:124). In addition, by the 1980s, the CCA was a spent force; Marvel and
DC Comics started to advertise their comics as ―Suggested for Mature Readers‖ and offered
comic books dealing with explicit themes, such as violence and sexuality (Bongco 2000:100). In
the mid-1980s, DC Comics launched a new line of comics under the comic book publisher name
Vertigo, which published comic books specifically for adults, such as Hellblazer and Sandman
(Bongco 2000). The Bronze Age of American comic books was a period of artistic exploration
with the inclusion of a new generation of creators, artists, and writers.
One artistic method, ―The Marvel Method,‖ developed in the Bronze Age and is one of
Stan Lee‘s greatest achievements as an editor (Daniels 1991:87). According to Les Daniels
(1991:87), ―[The Marvel Method was] born of expediency as much as inspiration, it enabled the
artists to achieve their full potential by emphasizing the visual elements that are at the heart of
the medium‘s appeal.‖ Before The Marvel Method, comic books were generally created from
scripts, which were prepared by editors and writers; the words of a comic book came first
(Daniels 1991). Artists were instructed on how to divide stories into panels and pages and their
job was to ―fill in the empty spaces with artwork‖ (Daniels 1991:87). The Marvel Method,
which is still in use today, allowed the artists to use their creativity, rather than restrain it.
Today, artists receive a synopsis and they create the artwork for the story, then the dialogue and
captions get added to the story. According to Stan Lee, The Marvel Method is effective because
he ―feels that the method produced stronger writing as well as more effective art‖ (Daniels
1991:87).
The last American comic book age is the Modern Age, which began in the mid-1980s and
continues to the present day (Russell 2013:124). At the beginning of the Modern Age, storylines
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were much darker than the previous periods, especially in the graphic novel Watchman (Russell
2013). Additionally, Russell (2013) observes that this period experienced company-wide
crossover events that restarted or restored continuities every five to ten years, such as Civil War
and Infinite Crisis. However, the crossover storylines that were introduced to the characters and
the comic book universes would have ramifications on later storylines, that is, ―their effects on
stories and characters last for several years after the event takes place‖ (Russell 2013:124). The
Modern Age also experienced the fall of the comic book speculation market in the 1990s.
During the Silver Age of comics, the collecting of comic books was very profitable and
speculators began purchasing comic books that they thought would later become valuable. In
response to the collecting of comic books, comic book companies printed various collectable
issues and memorabilia, such as ―incentive covers, foil-stamped covers, and special extended
issues‖ (Russell 2013:125).
However, the comic book market crashed due to the increase in supply of these
collectible items, which caused a decline in aftermarket prices. Comic book companies
responded to the plummeting speculation market by scaling back their operations and after
twenty years ―comic book companies still have not regained the fiscal confidence they once had‖
(Russell 2013:125). In the early 2000s, comic book companies were given the opportunity to
become marketable again by focusing not on collectability, but on storylines. Russell (2013)
argues that the 2000s were the most exciting, because story and art styles were changing due to a
new century and a new audience. Also, this decade was the most exciting due to social and
historical issues that were happening in the real world, namely the September 11, 2001 terrorist
attacks, which ―had a great effect on superhero comic books, in that the stories became more
focused on ―American‖ values and images of American protection‖ (Russell 2013:125).
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During the Modern Age, Marvel and DC Comics rejected the Comics Code Authority
officially, because not only did comic book fans not pay attention to the rating system, it also
became irrelevant. In fact, ―only comics sold at newsstands, in places like airports and
convenience stores, are required to carry the Code by retailers who want to ensure that they are
safe for children‖ (Niesse 2001:2). Beginning with Marvel Comics, the comic book publisher in
September 2001 released a new line of comic books using a rating system similar to the movie
industry‘s rating system (Niesse 2001). In 2011, DC Comics followed a similar route. After 60
years, DC Comics abandoned the CCA and decided that their comic books did not need to carry
the CCA‘s Seal of Approval (Khouri 2011). Similar to Marvel Comics, DC Comics employed a
rating system of their own design, but it is based on the video game industry‘s rating system
(Khouri 2011). Although Marvel and DC Comics do not follow the Code there are still two
publishing companies that do, Dark Horse and Archie Comics (Niesse 2001).
In the Modern Age of American comic books there has been a search for ―new heroes‖
(Jenkins 2009:24). According to Henry Jenkins (2009), these new heroes are made visible if we
examine how the comic book industry has responded to increasing multiculturalism within
American culture and society, as well as the pressures of globalization on American markets,
such as the economy. For example, Marvel released a Spider-Man series titled Spider-Man:
India in 2004, which corresponded to the movie release of Spider-Man 2 in India. Spider-Man:
India was ―localized to South Asian tastes,‖ thus, Peter Parker became Pavitr Prabhakar, while
the Green Goblin became Rakshasa, ―a traditional mythological demon‖ (Jenkins 2009:24).
These new heroes who are localized according to a culture‘s tastes and values appeal to ―pop
cosmopolitans‖ in the United States and in the Asian market (ibid:24). The term ―pop
cosmopolitan‖ is used to refer to ―fans who are seeking cultural difference through their
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engagement with popular culture from other countries‖ (ibid:24). Moreover, mainstream comic
book publishers have begun to give artists of alternative comics a license to tell their own
distinctive story using mainstream comic book characters.

Empirical Studies of Comic Books

Comic Books and Comic Book Characters

Comic books have become a well-liked form of American popular culture as seen by
blockbuster hits, such as Marvel‘s The Avengers, Iron Man, The Dark Knight and Captain
America. These films are based on their comic book counterparts. Often, comic books are
mistakenly referred to as graphic novels. The National Coalition Against Censorship, the
American Library Association, and the Comic Book Legal Defense Fund explain the differences
between comic books and graphic novels. According to the National Coalition Against
Censorship et. al (2006:2), graphic novels are ―far more sophisticated and varied in content than
the comics that preceded them,‖ and ―while comics are generally published as magazines, their
‗grown up‘ version – the graphic novel – appears in book format.‖ Graphic novels are different
from comic books, because they are adult-oriented comic books that are published in expensive
book-format and are sold in both comic book stores and book stores. Comic books may be
considered graphic novels depending on the perception of a limited story, thematic unity, number
of pages, and the length and pacing of the narrative (Bongco 2000).
McCloud (1993) explains that the word ―comics‖ does not refer to a specific object,
rather it refers to the medium itself. McCloud (1993:9) defines comics as ―juxtaposed pictorial
and other images in deliberate sequence.‖ As an alternative term for comics Will Eisner (1985)
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proposed the term ―sequential art.‖ Bongco (2000:50) explains that ―Sequential art has the
advantage of avoiding the generic connotations of the word ―comic‖ while sidestepping
associations with the burlesque, the ridiculous and the humorous which have burdened initial
impressions of the medium.‖ Interestingly, this drawback does not exist in other cultural comics,
such as the bande dessinée of France, the Bilderstreifen of Germany, and the fumetti of Italy, all
of which call awareness to the inherent qualities of comics as a narrative medium, rather than the
immediate associations to the comical (Bongco 2000). Stan Lee argues for the use of the term
―comicbook‖ explaining that:
Most everybody spells it ―comic book‖ as if it‘s two separate words. As is, ―comic‖ is an
adjective which modifies the word ―book,‖ thus making it mean a comical book…Now let‘s
consider the single word ―comicbook.‖ Ah, what a world of difference! Suddenly, it is no longer
an appellation indicative of humorous reading matter, but rather a generic term denoting a
specific type of publication. (1991:10)

For the purposes of this research, I will use the term ―comic book,‖ as it is still the term that is
used today and is widely accepted in comic book culture.
Comic books, especially superhero comic books, comic book characters, and superhero
movies have had social impacts, such as economic success and the recognition of an American
art form and mythology, that is, the superhero that fights for truth and justice. Industry data and
market research on comic book readership in the U.S. is limited. However, Brett Schenker
(2014:1) using Facebook data found over 24 million comic book fans in the U.S. and of that
population 46.67% are women. Schenker (2014:2) also found that female comic book characters
were liked by 5.8 million people of whom 62.07% were women. Additionally, Schenker
(2014:2) observed that Marvel Comics wants to expand their female readership by adding more
female characters, because only 36.96% of their readers are women. Matt D. Wilson (2014:1)
notes that females in DC Comics make up 30.9% of characters, while in Marvel Comics they
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represent 30.6%. Wilson (2014:1) concludes that DC and Marvel Comics are not representative
of the U.S. population in which females make up 51% of the population. Age also plays a factor
in comic book readership. Esther Inglis-Arkell (2010:1) observes that the report titled
―Overview of the U.S. Comic Book and Graphic Novel Market 2009-2010‖ claims that onefourth of comic book readers are over the age of sixty-five. Comic book readers over the age of
sixty-five are from the Golden Age era of comic books.
Domestic sales of comic books have been increasing over the years. According to Gus
Lubin (2014:2), in 2000 comic book sales in the U.S. reached $265 million, while in 2014 sales
reached $870 million. Although the rising revenue of comic books can be attributed to the
growth of digital comics, higher prices, and from increased interest in comic books due to movie
adaptations, it is clear that comic book readership is expanding. Additionally, Lubin (2014)
observes that movie adaptations of comic books have contributed to new readers, which have in
return contributed to the rise in attendance rates at comic book conventions. For example, San
Diego Comic Con in 2014 reached over 100,000 attendees (Lubin 2014:4).
Within the pages of a comic book a story is told. In an elusive manner, stories are able to
showcase a culture‘s beliefs, ideals, knowledge, and traditions. According to Leonard Rifas
(2012), comic books frequently comment on struggles in the real world. However, the term
―comics‖ is ambiguous, because it can refer to comic strips, gag cartoons, graphic novels, comic
books, or people who tell jokes. The essential feature of ―comics‖ is the incorporation of verbal
content (Harvey 2009). In my definition, a comic book includes both images and text, that is,
meaning is achieved by verbal-visual interdependence. Robert C. Harvey (2009:26) expands on
this verbal-visual interdependence saying, ―comics consist of pictorial narratives or expositions
in which words (often lettered into the picture area within speech balloons) usually contribute to
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the meaning of the pictures and vice versa.‖ There are many comic book genres including
science fiction, fantasy, action and adventure, horror, humor, romance, adult, children, crime,
Western, war, political, online or webcomics, and alternative comics. The genre of comic books
that I will explicitly focus on is the superhero genre. According to Peter Coogan, the definition
of the superhero is:
A heroic character with a selfless, pro-social mission; with superpowers – extraordinary abilities,
advanced technology, or highly developed physical, mental, or mystical skills; who has a
superhero identity embodied in a codename and iconic costume, which typically expresses his [or
her] biography, character, powers, or origin (transformation from ordinary person to superhero);
and who is generally distinct, i.e. can be distinguished from characters of related genres (fantasy,
science fiction, detective, etc.) by a preponderance of generic conventions. Often superheroes
have dual identities, the ordinary one of which is usually a closely guarded secret. (2009:77)

Similarly, Lawrence and Jewett (2002:47) assert that ―monomythic‖ superheroes are
―distinguished by disguised origins, pure motivations, a redemptive task and extraordinary
powers.‖ Whether intended or not, cultural ideas of gender and sex are present in our fictional
narratives and stories. Consequently, Jennifer K. Stuller (2013:20) argues for an expanded
definition of the ―superwoman,‖ a term she uses interchangeably with the terms ―superheroes,
female heroes, and action heroines.‖ She argues for an expanded definition of what constitutes a
female superhero, because ―women – no matter how kick-ass, capable, smart, or skilled they may
be – are typically limited to the supporting roles of love interests, temptresses, and sidekicks‖
and they exist in relation to the male superhero as the damsel-in-distress or as a family member,
such as a younger sister, cousin, daughter, spouse, girlfriend, or caretaker (Stuller 2013:20).
Additionally, female superheroes have different experiences of heroism compared to male
superheroes. Stuller notes that the female experiences of superheroism are focused on
―collaboration, love, and mentorship.‖
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Regardless of the experiences of superheroes, the three essential and conventional
characteristics of the superhero genre are: mission, powers, and identity (Coogan 2009).
Superheroes have pro-social and selfless missions. Without a defining mission superheroes
―would be merely extraordinary helpful individual[s] in a crisis‖ (Coogan 2009:78). Generally,
superheroes have superpowers, but not all superheroes have superpowers. For example, Batman
is considered to be a superhero even though he does not have a superpower. The identity
convention is central to the superhero genre and includes the codename and costume. The
iconicity of the costume follows McCloud‘s (1993:30) theory of ―amplification through
simplification.‖ McCloud argues that pictures vary in their levels of abstraction. In moving
from realism to abstraction in pictures a process of simplification occurs, because there is a
―focusing on specific details‖ and ―stripping down an image to its essential ‗meaning‘‖
(McCloud 1993:30). Therefore, meaning is amplified in the process of ―stripping down an
image,‖ because a viewer‘s attention is focused on the idea represented by the image. Coogan
expands on this process claiming that:
The superhero costume removes the specific details of a character‘s ordinary appearance, leaving
only a simplified idea that is represented in the colors and design of the costume. The chevron
especially emphasizes the character‘s codename and is itself a simplified statement of that
identity. (2009:79)

Comic books are a form of discourse. According to Hall (1997), discourses are systems
of representations which occur in forms of language, images and social practices. Consequently,
discourses are processes through which meaning and knowledge are produced (Macdonald
2003). Within the comic book discourse, there are familiar symbols, images and meanings.
Comic books are also a form of American popular culture. According to Milestone and Meyer
(2012:1), popular culture is a concept that ―encompasses an enormous range of cultural texts and
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practices, from cinema films to newspaper articles, from designing computer games to playing
music.‖ The notion of ―popular‖ is controversial, because it is vague, ambiguous, and can
encompass many different meanings. I use the term ―popular culture‖ in the same way that
Milestone and Meyer (2012:5) use it to refer to ―a range of cultural texts which signify meaning
through words, images or practices.‖ Milestone and Meyer continue on to explain that much of
popular culture is media culture. Therefore, popular culture incorporates mass media, such as
the press, film, and television.
Limited research has been conducted on American comic books. Kevin Alexander Boon
(2005:303) observed that as part of Western popular culture (super)heroes can be read as a
―metanarrative of masculinity.‖ Boon remarks that the hero figure provides benefits to a culture.
For example, the hero can operate as an object of worship and the hero can operate as an ideal,
―in the sense that heroic qualities serve as models for privileged masculine behaviors‖ (Boon
2005:303). Despite these potential benefits, Boon concludes that the qualities of the idealized
hero figure are usually absent from individual men. Mervi Miettinen (2012) defines the essential
masculine superhero traits. Ideally, male superheroes are white, heterosexual, violent and
muscular. Consequently, superheroic hypermasculinity can be achieved by using a highly
misogynistic representation of female characters and/or by demonizing powerful female
characters (Miettinen 2014). For example, Miettinen concludes that Rorschach, the main
vigilante superhero in DC Comics‘ graphic novel Watchmen and whose perspective forms the
graphic novel‘s narrative, can be read as:
The hypertrophic extension of the popular superhero myths of America. Love and family must be
rejected to maintain the autonomy of masculine identity and authority, and in Rorschach, this part
of the popular hero myth is taken to its most extreme and highly misogynist limits: he becomes
the extreme masculine (super) hero who must resist and reject women to survive. (2014:106)
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Although Rorschach rejects the feminine, in his world, ―homosexuality implies moral
corruption‖ (Miettinen 2014:107). Therefore, homosexuality is viewed as an inability to be in
control, which is the opposite of the controlled and stoic masculine superhero. However, not all
comic books are strictly hypermasculinized. Miettinen (2014:104) expands on this point stating
that ―Watchmen deconstructs the superhero genre by rewriting masculine tropes such as
vigilantism and patriotism and by exposing the inherent contradictions within these genderbound tropes.‖ Despite deconstructing the superhero genre and being similar to a hard-boiled
detective genre, Rorschach does display superhero conventions, such as wearing a costume and
having a codename. Additionally, Miettinen (2011:114) notes that The Joker, the villain to
Batman, ―embodies the opposite of everything the superhero is: he is skinny, effeminate, he uses
makeup and dresses in bright colors and dandy-ish clothes; he rarely resorts to physical violence
himself but instead uses poison or complex devices to kill his foes.‖
Mitra C. Emad (2006) examined the changes in Wonder Woman‘s body throughout
history. Emad found that in each historical instance, ―Wonder Woman‘s body is both an icon of
the traditionally masculine, public realm of nationhood as well as the traditionally feminine,
private realm of female sexuality‖ (2006:955-956). Therefore, Wonder Woman‘s body is in a
position of extremes between private and public, bondage and power, gender and nationhood,
and sexuality and nationhood. The first historical period that Emad (2006:957) examines is
1942-1947, when Wonder Woman was a symbol of feminine power in the context of
nationalism. In this context, Wonder Woman‘s body was depicted as strong and capable as she
rescues and carries Captain Steve Trevor from his crashed war plane. The creator of Wonder
Woman, William M. Marston in collaboration with artist Harry G. Peter, attempted to empower
women by having women and girls recognize their physical and economic strengths (Emad
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2006). In the context of World War II, the socially and culturally accepted gender roles for
women were changing as was evidenced by the ―Rosie the Riveter‖ campaign. Wonder
Woman‘s story is situated by Marston in this context. Consequently, Wonder Woman became a
positive symbol of nationalism and femininity during World War II. However, happening
simultaneously in this context, Wonder Woman was given the dual identity of Diana Prince.
According to Emad (2006:965), ―As Diana Prince, Wonder Woman must always pretend to be
weaker and more submissive than she really is.‖
The second historical period Emad addresses is the postwar era into the 1960s. During
this time, Wonder Woman became a symbol of heightened femininity. Following postwar
propaganda, Wonder Woman‘s identity moved further into the domestic, private feminine realm
and away from the public realm of men. In fact, Wonder Woman is ―continually hounded by
Captain Trevor to marry him. Her main occupation immediately postwar is to become a
romance consultant to her readers‖ (Emad 2006:966). During the Women‘s Movement of the
1970s, Wonder Woman‘s body changed again. In this context, Wonder Woman‘s body became
dangerous as she attempted ―to straddle the masculine realm of war and politics with the
feminine realm of peace and justice‖ (Emad 2006:968). Consequently, in the 1970s, Wonder
Woman was depicted as a menace and was uncontrollable, because her female power had been
unleashed, which caused her to go berserk.
During 1987 to 1992, Wonder Woman and her story changed in an attempt by DC
Comics to draw in female readers (Emad 2006:969). Consequently, comic book shops became a
place for increased female participation. During this new story line by George Perez, Wonder
Woman once again became a positive feminine icon and she revived her status as a national icon.
Additionally, in George Perez‘s reconstruction of Wonder Woman, ―she is no longer an ally to
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an explicit war effort…[she is] an ambassador from a superior culture‖ (Emad 2006:973). In the
early 1990s, Wonder Woman was a symbol of female power represented by ―her toned and
muscular body, her determined expression and her functional costume‖ (Emad 2006:974).
During this time, artist Jill Thompson illustrated Wonder Woman‘s face and body in such a way
that gave her a specific ―ethnic‖ identity (Emad 2006:974). In the late 1990s, Wonder Woman
underwent another change, in which her femininity was marked by her long, flowing hair and her
armored breasts. This difference is marked by artist John Byrne who used hypersexualized
images of Wonder Woman. Emad (2006) addresses one last time period, femininity and
nationalism after September 11th, 2001. The majority of Wonder Woman images are
hypersexualized, that is, she has large breasts and she wears a costume that barely covers her.
However, after September 11th, Wonder Woman was depicted as strong and capable, combined
with wide-eyed innocence. Emad concludes her research on Wonder Woman‘s body by saying,
―Wonder Woman must always assert her femininity, whether as a marriageable Diana Prince, a
long-haired ingénue, or a body in bondage; the feminized nation is always at risk of becoming a
menace to society‖ (2006:983).
Similar to Wonder Woman, Captain America was also used as American propaganda to
create a patriotic identity. Christopher Murray (2012) examined Captain America #1 published
in 1941 by Timely Comics (later to be known as Marvel Comics). According to Murray
(2012:131), ―With its bold attacks on the Nazis – and Hitler in particular – Captain America was
a distillation of all the propaganda messages current at the time.‖ The call to fight against the
Nazis and Hitler created the appearance of ―super-patriot‖ heroes, such as Captain America and
The Shield, who represented patriotic values (Murray 2012:132). Consequently, Captain
America #1 demonized the enemy and presented American patriotism as a symbol of good.
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Captain America is identified as a ―territorial symbol of America‖ due to his ―red, white, and
blue star-spangled‖ costume (Dittmer 2005:629) and he represents what Ernest Renan (1990:17)
terms ―the cult of the flag.‖ Captain America also demonstrates the American geopolitical
narrative, because he is defensive in nature (his only weapon is his shield) and he takes action
only for the security of America (Dittmer 2005). Inherent in the storylines of Captain America is
the sense of being part of something greater. For example, Captain America is willing to
sacrifice himself for his country. Jason Dittmer (2005:630) argues this point stating, ―Captain
America serves as a cultural product that vaguely and invisibly connects the reader…through the
body of the hero, to the scale of the nation.‖ However, Miettinen (2011) cautions that one should
not uncritically equate the superhero with America or accept that superhero comic books embody
a complete and truthful view of the American nation, because the values that are projected onto
the hero are those of the hegemonic and dominant culture. For an example, Dittmer (2005)
explains that there is a disconnect between what Captain America is supposed to represent, that
is, the ideal American, and the source of the geopolitical narratives in which Captain American
operates in, namely the American elites of media and government.
In his research, Miettinen (2011) examined how DC and Marvel superhero comic books
portrayed true heroes, such as police officers and firefighters, and collective trauma following
the terrorist attacks of September 11th. Boon (2005) expands on this stating that the terrorist
attacks revitalized metanarratives in American popular culture. In particular, the heroic figure
resurfaced due to the presence of a perceived threat, which warranted the revitalization and
application of the heroic figure (Boon 2005). Furthermore, Miettinen (2011:153) argues that
post-September 11th DC and Marvel comic books ―did much more than just reflect the national
trauma of 9/11…they took part in actively creating what would be seen in the popular as the
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trauma of 9/11.‖ Accordingly, DC and Marvel superhero comic books offered an instantaneous
response to the traumatic events through the use of iconic superheroes, such as Captain America,
Spider-Man, and Wonder Woman, thereby creating an idealized American identity. Superhero
comic books published post-September 11th praised the true heroes of the terrorist attacks and
there were rare cries for vengeance (Miettinen 2011). Therefore, post-September 11th superhero
comic books are characterized by a desire to understand the attacks and to reestablish collective
security.
Mike Madrid (2009) examined the history of comic book superheroines from the 1940s
to the 2000s. In the comic books from the 1940s, female characters, like male characters, had
identities and personalities that were opposites of their heroic personas and female characters
occupied the roles of daughters or girlfriends (Madrid 2009). Some heroines were wellmannered rich girls who fought crime; Madrid (2009:6) refers to these heroines as ―the
Debutantes.‖ The Debutantes, such as Lady Luck (Brenda Banks), were thrill-seekers with time,
money, and resources at their disposal; they were able to have a dangerous and exciting double
life as a crime fighter. Also common during the 1940s were ―the Partners,‖ in which male
heroes shared their secret identities with their female partner (Madrid 2009:11). For example,
Hawkman and his girlfriend Shiera became crime fighting partners by 1941, but Shiera‘s
costume was not unique, instead it was a feminized version of Hawkman‘s costume. The
message in the Partners trope was that ―these women didn‘t have any inherent desire to do good;
they were merely fighting crime to prove their love‖ (Madrid 2009:12). Another heroine group
that emerged in the 1940s, during World War II, was ―the Victory Girls,‖ who were illustrated as
patriotic pin-up ladies that came from all walks of life (Madrid 2009:19). Examples of Victory
Girls include Miss America (Joan Dale), Miss Victory (Joan Wayne), and Yankee Girl (Lauren
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Mason). The Victory Girls were popular during the war efforts of World War II, but in the postwar years the Victory Girls had no role in the comic book world and they disappeared. By the
late 1940s, beautiful pin-up girls, ―the Glamour Girls,‖ emerged to fight crime and keep the
predominantly male audience entertained (Madrid 2009:23). Different from the Debutantes,
many of the Glamour Girls were from working-class families. Black Canary (Dinah Drake) is an
example of a Glamour Girl who made her debut in 1947. Although Glamour Girls lived in a
grittier and more somber world, there was an emphasis on love in their stories, which resulted in
the emergence of the romance comic book genre in 1947 (Madrid 2009).
By 1954 the CCA was established to clean up the content of comic books. During this
time, many female characters disappeared from comic books, because they had to be drawn
realistically due to the increased post-war conservative values in America. In 1956, Batwoman
(Kathy Kane) made her debut with a variety of feminized weapons, such as ―lipstick, compact,
and perfume,‖ and her costume complied with the CCA, that is, she was illustrated modestly
with no cleavage or stomach showing (Madrid 2009:59). Batwoman was discouraged by
Batman to pursue a career in crime fighting; this reflected the attitudes of the post-war years
where women were encouraged to stay at home and devote their time to their family.
However, by the 1960s there was a focus on youth in comic books, which is noticeable in
the creation of young, teenage characters, such as DC Comics‘ Supergirl (Superman‘s cousin,
Kara). There was also a focus on creating characters that would appeal to female readers.
During the 1960s, DC Comics updated their Justice Society of America to The Justice League of
America consisting of newcomer characters Aquaman, Flash, Green Lantern, Martian
Manhunter, and Wonder Woman (Madrid 2009). Wonder Woman was made more equal to her
male counterparts by emphasizing her heroic feats, rather than her strength; Wonder Woman was
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illustrated as fighting alongside the male superhero Justice League members. In creating their
own superhero team, Marvel Comics, with publisher Martin Goodman, writer Stan Lee, and
artist Jack Kirby, created The Fantastic Four in 1961. The Fantastic Four kicked off the Marvel
Age of Comics and Marvel reached its pinnacle of success with the creation of Spider-Man,
referred to as ―the Everyman hero‖ (Madrid 2009:108). Although Marvel Comics created many
characters in the 1960s to achieve realism, it was still a man‘s world. According to Madrid
(2009:108), ―There were no women who headlined their own titles at Marvel, with the exception
of the romance book Millie the Model.‖ Accordingly, women characters were still represented as
the co-stars or secondary characters, they were not the leads. In fact, this would continue to be
the status quo in Marvel comic books for the next thirty years. For example, in 1963, Lee and
Kirby created Marvel Comics‘ superhero team The Avengers, which united superhero characters
Spider-Man, The Incredible Hulk, Thor, Iron Man, and Ant Man. Although The Wasp (Janet
Van Dyne) was part of the team, ―[she] was not generally listed as a real member of the team,
but [was] more of a diminutive hanger-on‖ (Madrid 2009:114). By the late 1960s, adolescents
were still the primary consumers of comic books. Consequently, although America was
experiencing a cultural change from the ―Summer of Love‖ to ―flower power‖ in 1967,
publishers still had to adhere to the CCA (Madrid 2009:127). As such, the flower power‘s
movement of sexual expression, free love, and drug use were prohibited topics in comic books.
Comic books and the female superhero had to change as the 1960s came to an end.
The 1970s is viewed as the relevant period in American comic books, that is, comic book
characters tackled real world problems, such as addiction and crime. According to Madrid
(2009:150), ―The 70s would see established heroines question the roles that they been placed in,
and finally begin to strike out on their own.‖ During this time, American comic books were
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increasingly becoming a serious American medium that addressed real life problems and topics.
For example, comic books exposed the problems that were creating havoc and destruction in
America, particularly substance addiction, overpopulation, racism, the domination of
corporations, and the suffering of the poor classes. Accordingly, the 1970s superheroine was not
content with her role as daughter, girlfriend, secretary, or helpmate. The 1970s began the ―era of
the emancipated superheroine‖ (Madrid 2009:152). In the early 1970s, superheroines attempted
to reinvent themselves and tried to be regarded by their male counterpart as equal partners
fighting against crime. Also, the 1970s was a ―great makeover decade for superheroines‖ in
which ―Feminism and the sexual revolution became strange bedfellows in the evolution of the
superheroine‖ (Madrid 2009:155).
Superheroines were illustrated with sexy and skin-baring costumes. Madrid (2009:155)
expands on this saying, ―Sex appeal was the ―spoonful of sugar‖ that helped the ―medicine‖ of
feminism go down.‖ One superheroine that was reinvented using sex appeal and female
liberation was The Black Widow (Natalia ―Natasha‖ Alianova Romanova/Natasha Romanoff);
her new costume was a sexy black leather jumpsuit that was also practical and functional. What
separates The Black Widow from previous heroines is that she chose the life of crime fighting
and she was independent. Superheroines also chose the life of a crime fighter in order to find
themselves, reflecting the uncertainties experienced by American women during the 1970s in
regards to their role in life, family, and the economy. Another shift in superhero comic books in
the 1970s saw the depiction of strong, aggressive females. However, due to the heroines
―aggressive natures and unorthodox personalities, many of these women were initially presented
as threats‖ (Madrid 2009:161). Many of the liberated superheroines faced the problem of being
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written as one of the new archetypes of the 1970s, ―the Superbitch‖ (Madrid 2009:166).
Superbitches, although fierce, were represented as superior and loyal only to themselves.
The 1980s of American comic books was a grim and gritty era bringing misfortunes, such
as violence, domestic abuse, and rape to superheroines. The comic books of the 1980s moved
away from the 1970s‘ hedonism and emancipation to detachment, angst, and cynicism; the 1970s
focused on pleasure and expression, while the 1980s central topics were detachment and
suppressed emotions. According to Madrid (2009:225), ―Comic books began reflecting this new
mood of apprehension and desperation, as stories became more violent and heroes became more
morally conflicted.‖ During the 1980s, honorable female superheroes walked dark paths, which
resulted in either their salvation or destruction. For example, although female members of the XMen team outnumbered the male members during the 1980s, power made the women ―cruel,
maniacal menaces‖ (Madrid 2009:231). Accordingly, the female superheroes turned into
villainesses and represented the fear that men have in regards to female power, that is, ―the secret
betrayer, the dormant evil waiting to awaken, the weak creature who can‘t handle power‖
(Madrid 2009:232). The message behind such storylines indicated that female superheroes could
not control their powers or abilities unlike their male counterparts. Moreover, heroines in this
decade had reached their career goals and were struggling to maintain their identities.
The 1990s is referred to as ―The Babe Years‖ by Madrid (2009:269). Throughout the
1990s, female characters were drawn like models with ―cheekbones that could cut glass, lithe
gym bodies with big breasts and legs ―up to there,‖ [and] thong clad buns of steel‖ (Madrid
2009:274). Madrid (2009) argues that there exists a fashion double standard with respect to the
costumes of male and female superheroes, particularly he remarks that male superheroes are
depicted as more powerful than female superheroes, but superheroines wear costumes that do not
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adequately protect their bodies. For example, Iron Man wears a suit of armor, but Mantis had ―a
flimsy costume with a neckline that cut to her waist, a ribbon like shirt that exposed her thighs,
and went barefoot‖ (Madrid 2009:209). Furthermore, while female superheroes need to look
attractive to male readers and appear to be strong and powerful, male superheroes need to appear
virile and powerful, ―but can‘t display bulging genitalia…as it would be too threatening for most
straight male readers‖ (Madrid 2009:290). Additionally, female superheroes had powers that
made them look beautiful and supermodel-like. As a result, many superheroines possessed
―strike a pose and point‖ powers (Madrid 2009:292). For an example, Storm from Marvel
Comics‘ X-Men possesses a ―strike a pose and point‖ power, because she strikes a pose, extends
her hands, and then she unleashes her power. The comic book babes of the 1990s were also
illustrated as beautiful, yet deadly. These female characters, like their male counterparts, were
violent and lethal antiheroes, because they straddled the boundary between good and evil. In
particular, these lethal babes were called the ―Bad Girls‖ and they represented ―goddesses of the
most primal female power presented in an overly erotic manner‖ (Madrid 2009:281-282).
Consequently, female superheroes flooded the comic book industry.
The 2000s saw another shift in the representation of superheroines in American comic
books, which was characterized by ―the female buddy‖ (Madrid 2009:303). Many superheroines
illustrated in this decade were characterized as mothers, big sisters, life coaches, and/or mentors.
Therefore, throughout the 2000s, comic book superheroines were driven by maternal feelings.
However, Jeffrey A. Brown argues that maternity in superhero comic books reveal four
consistent tropes:
(1) The superheroine chooses to give up her child in order to continue her career, (2) she has to
give up her heroic calling to assume motherhood as a full time role, (3) she repeatedly puts her
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child at risk because she continues her adventures, and (4) mothers are cast as purely monstrous
because they are inherently evil, neglectful or absent. (2011:81-82)

Additionally, two common themes emerged from comic books in the 2000s, they are: ―women
helping each other to grow, and the passage of knowledge from one generation of females to
another‖ (Madrid 2009:311). Another trope common in comic books from the 21st century was
that female superheroes tried to take on world problems by focusing on and trying to solve
humanitarian issues. For example, She-Hulk in 2008 focused on humanitarian causes; she called
her group Lady Liberators (Madrid 2009). Consequently, superheroes of today are using their
superpowers or abilities to make the world a better place.
The depictions of violence, domestic abuse, and rape against female characters have also
been examined in mainstream comic books. Stuller (2012:237) notes that, ―depictions of
violence enacted against female characters in mainstream comics – rape, torture, kidnapping,
disempowerment – is so prolific the trope has a name: Women in Refrigerators (WiR)
syndrome.‖ The term ―WiR syndrome‖ was coined by comic book writer Gail Simone and
refers to the story in which Alexandra DeWitt, the Green Lantern‘s girlfriend, is strangled by his
nemesis, Major Force and is stuffed in a refrigerator (Stuller 2012). The murder of Alexandra
DeWitt reinforces the idea the female characters only serve to motivate the hero‘s journey.
Some feminist comic book readers refer to this as the ―you-touched-my-stuff‖ syndrome,
because the hero is motivated by a violent act against his girlfriend or family (Stuller 2012:250).
The ―you-touched-my-stuff‖ syndrome suggests that women and children are viewed as the
property of the hero and by violating the hero‘s property he is set on a path of vengeance (Stuller
2012).
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The main rebuttal against WiR syndrome is that men suffer just as must violence as
women do in comic books. In fact, it could be argued that fighting crime is fundamentally
violent and that violence is part of the superhero genre. However, there are differences in the
ways that violence is depicted in regards to gender. Stuller (2012:250) argues that ―Women tend
to encounter a graphic, sexualized form of violence that men aren‘t subjected to. Batman had his
back broken, but since healed, whereas Barbara Gordon (also known as Batgirl) was shot in the
spine, crippled, and sexually assaulted without a miraculous comeback.‖
Academic research has also been conducted on comic books produced by other cultures,
such as African comics (Repetti 2007), Indian superhero comic books in the context of a postliberal and nuclearized India (Kaur 2011), and Asian comics, such as the Japanese manga REAL
by Inoue Takehiko (Wood 2013). In his research, Massimo Repetti (2007:16) cautions that
―African comics‖ as a homogenous entity does not exist; rather ―comics from Africa‖ more
accurately defines the art form. Comics from Africa emerged from a global exchange of ideas
and images, rather than from a collectively preserved local memory (Repetti 2007). Therefore,
comics from Africa are the result of a creolization of comics due to the globalization of mass
media and popular culture. Repetti (2007:19) argues this point stating that ―Contemporary
African comics are a cosmopolitan cultural form, with no clearly defined territory, no cultural
link their country of origin.‖ As a result, ―mutant‖ comics are created in which ―mass media,
street cultures, and fine arts‖ all come together in a comic book (Repetti 2007:20). Raminder
Kaur‘s (2011:330) research on the emergence of superhero comic books in a post-liberal and
nuclearized India shows that ―These Hindi-language comics [such as Parmanu] have evolved
their own aesthetic, combining contemporary superheroes in modernized mythologies where a
conflation of ideas from the scriptures (shastra) or ‗ancient spiritual science‘ (paravigyan) and
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developments in modern science and technology (vigyan) battle it out in dynamic graphics.‖
Kaur demonstrates that Indian superhero comics are not the same as European and American
superhero comic books. In her examination of Inoue Takehiko‘s sports manga REAL, Andrea
Wood (2013:638) remarks that ―[REAL] not only educates readers about wheelchair basketball
[and makes visible Japanese cultural attitudes towards people with disabilities] but also provides
compelling insight into Japanese cultural notions about masculinity, family, responsibility, and
identity.‖ In her research, Wood (2013) notes that REAL‘s narrative explores the relationship
between embodied masculinity and physical disability and illustrates the process of reclamation
of the disabled body; Inoue Takehiko makes disabled bodies visible to his readers. Additionally,
readers are placed in a position that forces them to confront their own cultural ableist attitudes
and expectations (Wood 2013).
Linguistic analysis on comic books is limited, but linguistic analyses have been
conducted on Japanese comics, referred to as manga (see Ueno 2006; Ito 2002; Tsurumi 1997;
Fujimoto 1991). Junko Ueno (2006) conducted a linguistic analysis of gender identity in comics
that are written for girls, known as shojo, and ladies manga, which are comics written for adult
women. There are marked gender differences in the Japanese language, which are ―marked both
syntactically and lexically‖ (Ueno 2006:16). Ueno concluded that adult female characters in
shojo and ladies manga use the correct feminine language that is expected of adult women in
Japanese society and culture. She suggests that the use of feminine language by older women
characters is a way to identify and express themselves through a ―voice society‖ (2006:24).
Therefore, older women characters are able to express their femininity using ―soft, delicate and
polite‖ grammatical and pragmatic linguistic elements, such as the use of honorifics and
sentence-final expressions (Ueno 2006:24).
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Ethnographic Research on Comic Book Conventions

Although academic research on American comic books is limited, there has been research
conducted on comic book conventions including costume-play referred to as cosplaying
(Anderson 2014), crossplaying and how it constructs en(gendering) identities (Thomas 2014),
the social rules of fan talk (Swafford 2014), the role of communicative aggression in geek culture
(Wertley 2014), the social rules of line culture (Gasser 2014), the volunteering experience at
conventions (Tornes 2014) and at comic book shops (Swafford 2012). Matthew J. Smith defines
a comic book convention as:
[It] is one-part trade show, with industry leaders debuting and promoting many of their upcoming
releases. It is also one-part swap meet, where vendors sell everything from vintage comics and
artwork to the latest videos and exclusive toys. It is one-part meet and greet, where creators and
fans can interact through autograph signings and panel presentations. It is also one-part floor
show, where people go to see and be seen, with some decked out elaborate costuming. (2014:10)

Comic book conventions are events that merge popular cultures, such as film, television, science
fiction, fantasy, comic books, anime, video gaming, card gaming, role playing, and cosplay with
commerce.
According to Catherine Thomas, for women who crossplay, that is cosplay as a male
character, ―The masculine manners they adopted reflected the character‘s gender and the wish ‗to
be in character‘‖ (2014:35). In contrast, the men crossplayers refused to act and exhibit feminine
behaviors, despite crossplaying as a female character (Thomas 2014). Additionally, Thomas
(2014:37) remarks that the majority of male crossplayers, ―seemed to be crossplaying for shock
value or as part of a publicity gimmick,‖ whereas female crossplayers adopted masculine
manners as a form of creative experimentation and fun.
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There are social rules to follow when attending conventions, especially when meeting
celebrities and artists face-to-face or when asking them questions during Q&A panels. Brian
Swafford (2014) observed that fan behavior was guided during Q&A panels in the hopes that
only acceptable questions were asked. For example, ―In the realm of acceptable questions, fans
could pose questions that praised the work of the panelist, dealt specifically with the panel
presentation, or involved general views about the characters or story arcs‖ (Thomas 2014:79). If
the question was not acceptable, the fan opened themselves up to mocking and reprimand from
both the onstage guest/s and the audience (Thomas 2014). In my convention experience, if a fan
asked a question during a panel that was inappropriate, they were met with verbal responses,
such as boos and noes; audience members were vocal about their displeasure over an
inappropriate question. However, if a thoughtful question was posed or if an interesting request
was asked, the audience become quiet and focused on the guest speaker/s and sometimes
audience members would hold up their cameras in preparation to take pictures or record the
guest‘s response.
Another aspect of conventions that has been analyzed is line culture. Gasser (2014:145)
remarks that, ―lines are their own social group with their own rules and regulations outside of the
obvious. There is an expectation to uphold a sort of honor code: for instance, if someone leaves
a line to use the restroom then returns to his spot, he is allowed in without questions.‖ Gasser
found two patterns for why people wait in line at conventions. First, by waiting in line, fans
show their dedication to their fandom (Gasser 2014). Second, through waiting in line, fans
develop friendships and comradery with other fans who share their fandom (Gasser 2014).
Gasser also found that there was a negative side to waiting in line, even though she did not
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experience this. The negative side of waiting in lines was experienced by convention attendees
who had a disability and felt that volunteers were insensitive to their needs (Gasser 2014).
Comic book shops are observed by Swafford (2012:291) as ―cultural clubhouses.‖
Comic book shops become safe havens, because they allow fans to come together to discuss and
participate in comic book fan culture. Swafford (2012:296) expands on this by saying, ―the
stories of the comic shop evoke the metaphor of the clubhouse, a sacred space for members only
that is characterized by a unique type of talk and unique expectations of behavior.‖ However,
the notion of a clubhouse implies that membership is for men only. Although women
participation in comic book culture is increasing, the comic book clubhouse is still the man‘s
territory (Swafford 2012). To gain access into the clubhouse, individuals must prove that they
know the ―password‖ (Swafford 2012:298). The password isn‘t any one thing, rather it is the
language of the community. Therefore, to become a clubhouse member, individuals must know
the lingo of the community. Regardless of the issue of gendered access, comic book stores
provide a space of both commerce and safety.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

Theoretical Framework Review

I will be using gender and sociolinguistic theories when analyzing and interpreting my
data. I will predominantly use four gender theories. First, I will consider Connell‘s (1987)
research on hegemonic masculinity and how it is constructed in relation to various subordinate
masculinities. I will consider the various types of femininities, such as hypersexualized
femininity and emphasized femininity. I will also use West and Zimmerman‘s (1987) doing
gender and Deutsch‘s (2007) undoing gender. Particularly, I want to examine how male and
female superheroes do gender and how male and female superheroes may undo their gender by
evoking resistance to stereotypical gender traits, behaviors, and roles. However, despite gender
differences defined by biological essentialism that legitimates gender inequality, I will show that
female and male superheroes are much more alike than different through what I term ―visionary
gender.‖
Since language use can be gendered I will employ two sociolinguistic theories.
Dominance theory states that males employ strategies to dominate the conversation. One of
these strategies, according to Tannen (1994), is interruption. Therefore, I will examine the text
of six comic books to determine if interruptions are used by male characters to dominate female
characters in conversations. Difference theory, the second sociolinguistic theory, argues that
men and women use language differently. Consequently, this theory will be used to see if male
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superheroes use language differently compared to their female counterparts. Specifically, I want
to see whether male superheroes are more likely to engage in conflict-causing language, and
whether female superheroes are more likely to offer suggestions or act as a mediator.

The Comic Book Convention

Comic book conventions play a vital role in comic book culture. The majority of comic
book conventions are held during the summer and are located in big cities, such as Chicago,
Indianapolis, Atlanta, and San Diego. Comic book conventions are held at city convention
centers, hotels, hotel ballrooms, and state fairgrounds. Most conventions are held Friday to
Sunday with special VIP-only access on Thursday. There are many events for attendees to
participate in and attend. One of the main reasons to attend a comic book convention is to meet
your favorite comic book creator, writer, artist, colorist, and/or inker. These individuals are
generally located in ―Artist Alley,‖ though a few well-known and higher selling artists may be
placed with the ―Exhibitor Booths.‖ Also, artists who sell fan-created works, such as fan-art, are
located in ―Artist Alley.‖ In the ―Exhibitor Booths,‖ sellers and artists sell their handmade items,
such as apparel, corsets, Celtic-inspired creations, lightsabers, toys, cosplay clothing, books,
jewelry, and weapon replicas. Another space in the convention are ―Dealer Tables.‖ Dealers are
sellers that sell merchandise on a national level, such as memorabilia, action figures, and
clothing. Generally, the difference between a Dealer and an Exhibitor is the size of the booth
space. Though the terminology and booth space differs among conventions, Dealers or
Merchants generally buy a ten foot by ten foot booth space, while Exhibitors and Artists buy a
single table space that measures eight feet. Consequently, Dealers spend more money on table
space, because they sell more than Exhibitors and Artists.
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A second reason to attend a comic book convention is for the scheduled events and
programs which include workshops, panels, Q&A sessions, broadcasts, music video rooms,
podcasting sessions, and autograph sessions. Workshops at conventions can include ―How To
Draw for a Living,‖ ―How to Cosplay,‖ and ―How to Create a Character.‖ At panels, special
announcements are made in regards to popular culture and attendees are given the opportunity to
ask questions to the panel guest/s. Examples of panel titles include, ―The Myth and Realities of
Steam Power,‖ ―Who Needs Dystopias When You Have History?‖ and ―Q&A with Gates
McFadden.‖ Autograph sessions are becoming increasingly popular at comic book conventions.
Celebrities, comic book creators, artists, voice actors, wrestlers, and internet sensations hold
sessions for attendees to purchase an autograph and pose for photos. Another programming
event that draws a lot of attendees are the gaming events, which can take the form of table-top
games, role-playing games, card games, board games, and video games. Lastly, conventions are
places that provide screenings of upcoming movies and television shows, and broadcasts of
entire television shows, movies and animations, which play continuously until the end of the
convention or until midnight each day.

Ethnographic Settings

Convention One

The first convention I attended and conducted research at was Indy PopCon, which was
held at the Indiana Convention Center in Indianapolis, Indiana from June 26-28, 2015. At this
convention, I paid for an artist booth, which allowed survey participants to approach me. Indy
PopCon is described as ―A Con for Fans, Made by Fans,‖ and was founded in 2014 to celebrate
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all aspects of popular culture, such as comics, gaming, science fiction, fantasy, anime, art, music,
internet culture, television, movies, and cosplay (Indy PopCon 2016). Indy PopCon in its
inaugural year had 10,000 convention attendees. I observed that Indy PopCon utilized its
150,000 square feet space by partitioning off the main stage area, the game hall, and the exhibit
hall. The main stage area, where my booth was located, allowed for guests to take the stage and
to hold Q&A sessions and pose for pictures in the assigned photo-ops area. The main stage area
also housed the registration and information booth and the cosplay weapon check booth. In the
game hall and tournaments area, attendees could watch the live broadcast of the Halo
Championship Series and observe the competitive games, such as board games and card games
taking place between convention attendees. Also, the game hall held a board game library and a
charity arcade.
The exhibit hall was the main convention hall and it housed over 200 vendors, artists, and
exhibits. At Indy PopCon, Artist Alley was included in the Exhibitors Hall. In the main exhibit
hall, attendees could meet and get the autographs of celebrity guests, cosplayers, and internet
guests. This hall also accommodated indie game developers, the cosplay repair and dressing
room, the kid‘s area, and fandom and cosplayer groups, such as the 501st Rebel Legion. In
addition to the main stage, game hall, and exhibit hall, Indy PopCon had three panel rooms: the
small panel room (one room), the medium panel room (two rooms), and the large panel room
(three rooms), which gave attendees the opportunity to learn something interesting and included
workshops such as ―Winning at Kickstarter: Running a Successful Campaign,‖ and ―How to be a
Professional Filmmaker,‖ panels such as ―Beyond Binary – Gender Identities in Media‖ and
―Trends in Theater,‖ and fandom meet-ups such as ―Bronies & Pegasisters Unite!‖ and ―Indy

60

PopCraft: Minecraft Meetup.‖ There were also three film rooms at this convention, which
allowed attendees to view popular culture movies, such as Sharknado 2 and The Princess Bride.
The most difficult aspect of conducting research at Indy PopCon was the age limit that I
set for the survey. Many teenagers were interested in taking the survey, but they did not reach
the age minimum of 18. At this convention, there were many teenagers who attended to meet
internet guests and YouTube sensations, Markiplier, Jacksepticeye, Lordminion777 and
Muyskerm. These internet sensationalists had their panel on Saturday, which is considered the
most attended day of any convention. I had high hopes of getting many surveys completed on
Saturday, but it was the day that I got the fewest. Additionally, many parents attended with their
teenagers, but they did not know anything about comic books. In fact, for many adults Indy
PopCon was their first convention experience. However, my location did provide some benefit
to me on Saturday as I was located in the main stage area and had two chairs. Some parents,
who had an interest in comic books, found their way over to my booth to sit in the only chairs
available during the YouTube guests‘ panel and many of them filled out a survey as they found
the topic of my research interesting.

Convention Two

The second convention I attended and conducted research at was Count-i-Con (also
spelled Count-I-Con) in Grayslake, Illinois. This convention was a two day convention held
from August 29-30, 2015 at the Lake County Fairgrounds. At this convention, I purchased a
table space so that convention attendees could approach my booth and take the survey. Count-iCon is described as ―Lake County‘s biggest Comic, Toy, Game and Art convention‖ (Count-iCon 2016). Count-i-Con had a convention space of 65,000 square feet, which was divided into a
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video game tournament area of 2,000 square feet, a table top game tournament area of 4,000
square feet, and the convention utilized two conference rooms for guest speakers and workshops
(Count-i-Con 2015). Within the 65,000 square convention space there were 80 local and
national artists, sculptors, and authors and at least 500 dealer and exhibitor booths that sold
trading pop-culture collectibles and memorabilia, artwork, fan artwork, and handmade popcultural items (Count-i-Con 2015). The projected number of attendees for Count-i-Con was
10,000 people. Although I can‘t confirm Count-i-Con‘s attendance statistics, according to
Sheryl DeVore (2015), just after two hours of opening on Saturday, the second annual Count-iCon had ―more than 1,100 adults and children.‖
Count-i-Con was the smallest convention that I conducted research at and it was the
shortest convention being only two days instead of the typical three. However, due to the
smaller size of the convention, more people were willing to participate in my research. In
particular, there were older adults with longer comic book reading experience who completed the
survey. Additionally, because Count-i-Con had fewer attendees than the other two conventions I
noticed that participants tended to take longer in filling out the surveys, which lead to thoughtful
and in-depth feedback on the surveys. My booth location placed me near artists, fan-artists, and
exhibitors, which gave me an opportunity to offer the survey to them when the convention
experienced down-time.

Convention Three

The third convention, which has chosen to keep its name out of the research and will be
referred to as ―Convention Three,‖ was the largest convention that I attended and was held in
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Georgia in the Fall of 2015. In 2014, Convention Three‘s attendance rate was estimated at
63,000 people and the attendance rate increases every year. For the 2015 convention that I
attended it was expected that Convention Three would attract over 65,000 attendees (WSB-TV
2015). Convention Three was founded in 1987 and is one of North America‘s largest multigenre
conventions focusing on science fiction, fantasy, horror, comic books, anime and manga, and
gaming. Convention Three had over one hundred guests including comic book artists and
celebrity guests, and had panels, workshops, and programming running almost all day. One
memorable event that Convention Three is becoming increasingly known for is the city parade,
which in 2012 had over 3,000 participants. Convention Three is held in five host hotels and is a
four-day convention. I conducted my research at one of the host hotels; I situated myself at the
hotel‘s lower level floor referred to as the ―Exhibit Level‖ outside of the room ―Exhibit Hall.‖ In
this location I was able to approach people, or in some cases attendees approached me, where I
gave them the chance to take my survey. This location proved to be vital as many attendees
went to the lower level of the hotel to relax, escape the noise of the other convention floors, or to
visit the exhibitors selling their artwork in the ―Exhibit Hall.‖
There were pros and cons in attending this convention. As this convention was the
largest convention there were many people to survey and interview. However, not all attendees
were comic book fans, because Convention Three focuses on many fandom genres of which
comic books is only one of them. I had the most trouble finding a location to conduct my
research, but after talking with a few convention attendees that attend this convention frequently,
I was pointed to one of the hotel‘s lower floor. I was recommended this location by a few people
who told me that it would provide me with attendees who go to sit, eat, listen to music, and
sometimes sleep, which I can confirm as I saw a Power Ranger cosplayer sleep at this location
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frequently. This location was also one of the quieter places that I observed at the convention and
it was one of the less busy places, so I did not get in the way of convention attendees. For
example, just two levels up from my location many talented cosplayers were stopped for picture
requests, which created traffic jams in aisles and back-ups on the escalators. There were many
people in this area and it was very loud, so this area would not have been a good place for me to
conduct my research. Additionally, this location provided a place for me to conduct a few
interviews as I was situated outside of the ―Exhibit Hall,‖ which held the ―Comics & Pop Artists
Alley‖ and the ―Art Show & Print Shop.‖ I noticed more people were willing to participate in
my research at this location as they came to this location to relax and find time away from the
convention.
However, this location was a detriment at times. For example, many attendees wrongly
assumed that I was a convention staff person, because I was holding pens and clipboards, and
they would often approach me about location and programming issues. When I told these people
I was not part of the convention staff I often received displeased verbal and nonverbal responses,
such as rolling eyes, shaking heads, and angry exhalations; I did not attempt to ask these people
to participate in my survey. Furthermore, as this convention was four days in length rather than
the average three day convention and it was over a holiday, many people tended to party and
indulge in alcohol, which lead to some participants being drunk as one participant told me, ―My
wife can take your survey for you, as I am a bit drunk right now.‖

Data Collection

I collected data at three comic book conventions between June and September 2015. At
the comic book conventions I used a multi-method approach utilizing interviews and surveys.
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Interview participants were recruited at comic book conventions. Interviews were conducted
with both the artists of superhero comic books, with the exception of one non-mainstream artist,
and the readers of superhero comic books. The interviews were semi-structured, differed in
content due to time constraints, and were approximately thirty minutes in length. Interviews
with comic book readers focused on their experiences with comic books, and their interpretation
and opinion with regards to the depiction of gender in comic books. By contrast, interviews with
the comic book artists focused on how and why they represent masculinity and femininity in
superhero characters. Interviews with comic book readers also included questions about the
reader‘s experiences with comic books, and the characters that they closely identify with. I was
able to conduct ten interviews in total; five of the interviews were conducted with superhero
comic book readers and the other five interviews were conducted with comic book artists. Of the
five artist interviews four involved mainstream superhero comic book artists, while one
interview was with a non-mainstream comic book artist.
The second research method that I used to generate responses to my research questions
were surveys, which were aimed at the readers of comic books and asked questions concerning
the depiction of superhero bodies and the representation of femininity and masculinity in
American superhero comic books. Convention attendees were able to complete the twenty-two
question survey within ten to twenty minutes. The survey participants were recruited at comic
book conventions, either when they approached my booth or when they were waiting in a line,
hall, or room, in which case I approached the participants. Two of the three conventions
provided me with a booth. The other convention was limited on space, but allowed me to
approach people attending the convention. I was able to collect 480 comic book reader surveys;
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200 (42%) from Convention One, 105 (22%) from Convention Two, and 175 (36%) from
Convention Three.
All interview and survey participants signed the required informed consent document and
were given the participant description document, which informed participants about the
researcher‘s goals and responsibilities. IRB approval for this research was provided on June
10th. The IRB protocol number is: HS15-0181.
A third research method utilized was a content and text analysis of six superhero comic
books. According to Klaus Krippendorff (2004:18), ―Content analysis is a research technique
for making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts
of their use.‖ A content analysis is not limited to written materials and can include: works of art,
maps, images, sounds, symbols, and records. Therefore, I argue that comic books are a valid
form of ―meaningful matter,‖ in which their content can be analyzed (Krippendorff 2004:18).
Additionally, texts acquire meaning and interpretation through the context of their use.
Krippendorff (2004:33) notes that, ―[a context] is always someone‘s construction, the conceptual
environment of a text, the situation in which it plays a role. In content analysis, the context
explains what the analyst does with the texts.‖ Consequently, I have analyzed the images and the
text of comic books as it relates to American gender stereotypes.
I analyzed both the images and the text found in six mainstream comic books from the
top-ten ranked superhero comic books for the months of January and February from the year
2015. My analysis focused on Marvel and DC publications involving at least one superhero
character or at least one anti-hero. Additionally, the superhero comic books had to be recognized
as belonging to the Marvel and DC superhero universe. For example, according to Diamond
Comics Distributors (2015), The Walking Dead #136 (Image Comics) ranked the tenth highest
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selling in the month of January. In this case, I excluded The Walking Dead, because it is part of
the horror genre, rather than the superhero genre. I also excluded superhero comic books that are
―specials,‖ such as the Valentine‘s Day Special involving the DC Comics‘ character Harley
Quinn. Comic book specials can be shorter than the standard thirty-two page comic book and
can include images or text that would not normally be part of the comic book series. For
example, a Valentine‘s Day comic book special may include more female characters, the images
may be more sexualized, such as less clothing, and the characters could act out-of-character, all
of which could skew my data.
The first step in choosing the superhero comic books to analyze began with choosing the
top-ten ranked Marvel and DC comic books from January and February 2015 for a total of forty
superhero-related comic books. To determine which comic books to buy, I used data collected
and compiled by Diamond Comic Distributors, a company that records the top-one hundred
ranked comic books per month. The data for Diamond Comic Distributors‘ (2015) sales charts
are completed from sales made by thousands of comic book shops in North America. Diamond
Comic Distributors (2015) use Batman as the control title, because sales of Batman comic books
remain relatively stable. Additionally, monthly sales charts include pre-orders, advanced
reorders, and reorders, minus the copies that are returned (Diamond Comics Distributors 2015).
The second step in choosing which comic books to analyze involved a process of
elimination. I wanted to analyze comic books that had recognizable characters, at least one
female character, characters with different body types, and I wanted comic books with characters
that could be compared to similar characters across publishers. Additionally, I wanted to choose
comic books that had a female superhero as the lead character. I was able to narrow down the
forty comic books to ten comic books from each publisher for a total of twenty comic books.
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The third step involved a second process of elimination. In this step, I eliminated comic books
that were not easy to code and analyze due to the number of characters and/or the storyline. For
example, although Spider-Man is a recognizable character, Marvel Comics‘ Spider-Verse: The
Amazing Spider-Man has numerous spider-superhero characters from different universes, which
made it difficult to recognize and code the characters. At the end of this step I had five comic
books from each publisher.
The fourth step was another process of elimination; I wanted to analyze three comic
books from each publisher for a total of six comic books. In this step, I read all ten comic books
once. This reading was not an academic reading, rather I read the comic books as if I were a fan.
I tried to understand the characters, their actions, and the storyline. When it was necessary to
understand a character that I was not familiar with I examined a character‘s background and
origin within the larger storyline and the relative comic book universe. After reading the ten
comic books, I narrowed down the sample of comic books to analyze based on the number of
characters, the characters‘ recognition, the number of female characters, and if there was a
female superhero as the lead character or at least one of the lead characters. After this step I was
left with six comic books. The comic books that I analyzed from DC Comics were: Harley
Quinn #14, Batgirl #38, and Justice League #38.1 It may be argued that Harley Quinn is not a
superhero character, however in the Harley Quinn series by writers Amanda Conner and Jimmy
Palmiotti and artist Chad Hardin, Harley Quinn is characterized as an anti-hero. Although
Harley Quinn is not a typical superhero or hero, she is a part of the DC Comics‘ universe of
superheroes and supervillains. From Marvel Comics, I analyzed the comic books: Silk #001
1

All three comic books published by DC Comics are from ―The New 52,‖ which is the relaunch and revamp of
DC‘s entire line of continuing superhero comic books that are published monthly. The New 52 storylines were
launched by DC Comics in 2011.
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(second printing), Thor #004, and Uncanny Avengers #001. From this selection of superhero
comic books it is noticeable that there is at least one female character in each comic book, there
are characters with different body types, and there are a few characters or a superhero group that
can be compared across publishers. For example, in both Justice League #38 and Uncanny
Avengers #001 there is a group of superheroes with both male and female characters each with
different body types and powers or skills.
The fifth step involved reading each comic book four times. The first reading of the
comic book followed the fourth step‘s reading, that is, I read the comic book for its entertainment
value. The second reading was a more critical reading, although it was not the analysis reading.
In the second reading, I closely examined the characters, such as their clothing, their poses, and
their body positions and I examined the text to observe what was being said in relation to what
each character did or was doing. The third reading was the analysis reading; this reading
involved the critical reading of the comic books‘ images and text. The standard comic book is
thirty-two pages in length. However, each comic book is filled with advertisements, which
allowed me to analyze approximately twenty to twenty-two pages of images and text per comic
book. Before beginning the analysis I assigned every character a number. It is important to note
that superhero characters were assigned different numbers from their alter-ego counterparts,
because they are recognized as two different people. For example, Batgirl and Barbara Gordon
were assigned different numbers. Additionally, each character was analyzed according to their
context of the comic book that I analyzed. This is important to note because characters can
change throughout the comic book series. For instance, a side-character can become a superhero
later in the comic book. Therefore, I analyzed the character as they appeared to me, the reader
and the researcher, in the comic book that I was analyzing. Furthermore, I analyzed all
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characters, even the background characters, per page, per comic book. Included in the page
count was the cover page; any missing pages were either advertisements or printed letters, such
as fan-mail to the comic book editors. It is significant to note that a comic book‘s cover page is
not necessarily created by the same person or persons who are assigned the role of artist or artists
for a comic book.
When analyzing the comic books, I used the recording/coding technique essential to
content analysis. Coding categories must be mutually exclusive (falls into one of two recording
categories) and exhaustive (all possible recording units must be represented) (Krippendorff
2004). Although the categories and traits I listed were exhaustive, there were times that I had to
add a trait not listed or had to describe my reasoning behind categorizing a trait. For example,
when a character displayed anger I coded the trait as ―emotional.‖ Although the ―emotional‖
trait was listed under the category of ―stereotypical feminine traits,‖ I made a note that anger is
recognized as a stereotypically masculine trait in American culture. I began my analysis by
coding for the character‘s sex using the categories of: male, neutral/unidentified, or female.
Next, I exhausted my recording units even further by using the gender categories of:
emphasized femininity, hypersexualized femininity, moderate femininity, neutral/unidentified,
moderate masculinity, hypersexualized masculinity, hegemonic masculinity, and the gender
category that I termed ―visionary gender.‖ If a female character was depicted as a damsel-indistress or exhibited wide-eyed innocence, then the character was categorized as representing
―emphasized femininity.‖ Both the ―moderate‖ categories were used to represent characters that
displayed modest or ―normal‖ femininity or masculinity, that is, if a character was obviously a
male or female character, but was not illustrated as having heroic qualities and was not
hypersexualized. For example, in Harley Quinn #14 a male orderly or nurse by the name of
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Sakim was depicted as ―moderately masculine.‖ The ―neutral/unidentified‖ category was used
for characters that were not assigned a gender. For instance, if a character was an android or an
alien and was not given a gender pronoun in the text, such as the use of ―he‖ or ―she,‖ or a body
with stereotypical male or female features, then the character was classified as
―neutral/unidentified.‖ A character was classified as ―hypersexualized‖ if their posture, pose,
and/or clothing sexualized their body. Thus, if a character was illustrated as a sex object or was
represented as sexually desirable, then the character was categorized as ―hypersexualized.‖ For a
male character to be represented as ―hegemonic,‖ the character had to be depicted as tough,
competitive, and/or rejecting feminine qualities or femininity.
Since American gender concepts do not include a ―hegemonic femininity‖ category that
includes stereotypical masculine traits and because hegemonic masculinity is defined in relation
to subordinate masculinities and women, I created a new gender termed ―visionary gender.‖ To
be categorized as representing ―visionary gender,‖ the character needed to be illustrated
displaying toughness, competitiveness, emotional and/or physical strength, a trained, fit or
athletic body, body agency, sexual agency, and/or independence. Consequently, visionary
gender can be embodied by any character regardless of gender. It is important to note that
visionary gender is not devalued in superhero comic books, unless it causes destruction and
harm. For example, Bargirl in Batgirl #38 fails to recognize the consequences, primarily
property damages, which her actions cause. In fact, Barbara Gordon‘s friend, Dinah tells Batgirl
before she is interrupted, ―Pulling this garbage not only puts you in danger, but also makes you
answerable to the scariest man on the planet. You think Batman is going to --,‖ to which Batgirl
interrupts and replies, ―He doesn‘t get to tell me what to do. This is my life.‖ (Batgirl #38, page
2, panel 3). Therefore, Batgirl pursues visionary gender despite those in power, such as Batman,
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and her friend, Dinah telling her not to; this shows that Batgirl embodies agency. Also, I
recognized that there is a difference between sexual agency as it relates to visionary gender and
being depicted as a sex object as it relates to hypersexualized femininity and masculinity. In my
definition if a character, according to their appearance, was depicted as something to be gazed at
or desired then the character embodied hypersexualized femininity or masculinity. By contrast,
sexual agency, according to visionary gender, is something that is expressed by the character in
both appearance and behavior; if the character pursues another in a sexual manner then they are
embodying visionary gender.
Next, I analyzed what traits the characters were displaying. The traits that I used were
grouped according to the stereotypical American ideals of femininity and masculinity. For
example, stereotypical feminine traits included ―dependence,‖ ―attractive due to physical
appearance,‖ and ―sex object,‖ while stereotypical masculine traits included ―independence or
agency,‖ ―competitive,‖ and ―sexually aggressive.‖ One reason for using generalized and
oversimplified gender traits is because the ―mainstream superhero narrative is often surprisingly
conservative, aimed at legitimating normative ideologies and containing that which threatens
them just as easily as the heroes would contain an evil madman bent on world domination‖
(Shyminsky 2011:288-289). Similar to the categories of femininity and masculinity, characters
could be illustrated as displaying more than one stereotypical feminine or masculine trait and
could display either male or female traits despite their assigned gender, especially because
characters can display multiple traits per comic book page. Therefore, a female character is not
limited to the feminine traits; they can display masculine traits. Likewise, a male character can
have feminine traits. I also examined body emphasis by analyzing what area or areas of the body
was emphasized, stressed, or accentuated. For example, costumes may emphasize the abdominal
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region on a male superhero, in which case I noted that the ―stomach/abs‖ was highlighted or if a
female superhero‘s nails were painted, I recorded that the ―arms/hands‖ were emphasized.
For the text or linguistic analysis, I counted every word that a character spoke, per page,
per comic book. It is necessary to point out that I also recorded a character‘s inner monologue,
that is, their thoughts. One reason why I recorded inner thoughts as spoken text was because
readers of comic books read a character‘s inner monologue in the character‘s ―voice.‖ In some
comic books, a character‘s text is color-coded, indicating who is speaking. Furthermore, the
color-coding of text is sometimes used to indicate a character‘s inner monologue, which
highlights the importance of recording a character‘s thoughts. Secondly, the text that appears on
a comic book page is interdependent on the images. Although the verbal-visual interdependence
of comic books is not mutually exclusive, both images and text are essential in obtaining
meaning. Lastly, text either exhibited as spoken text or as an inner monologue is part of the
comic book‘s script and it is used to further the story.
There were a few instances in which a character spoke on a page, but was not physically
illustrated on the page. In these cases I only coded the character‘s text and I did not record any
categories relative to feminine or masculine traits, unless the text emphasized ―assertiveness,‖
that is, if an order was given by one character to another. I also recorded the number of panels
that the character spoke in and if there was any word emphasis through the use of italics or bold
lettering. Additionally, I examined the occurrence of interruption, which is assumed to indicate
dominance and is a device used to exercise power and control (Tannen 1994; West and
Zimmerman 1983). An interruption occurred if a character was abruptly caught-off during their
conversation, which is generally indicated by a ― – ‖ in comic books. Also, a character could be
interrupted by a character‘s actions, such as if a character was speaking and was pushed or
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knocked over by another character. Moreover, I recorded the gender of the character doing the
interruption and the gender of the character being interrupted.
I concluded the content and text analysis by reading each comic book for the fourth time.
During this reading I checked over my work and made the necessary changes if I was unsure
about a trait or category. Although time consuming, I argue that this step was necessary to the
content and text analysis, because I was the only person coding the comic books. Particularly,
this step allowed for a second analysis of the comic books, albeit with a somewhat less critical
eye than the analysis reading. In addition, this reading did prove useful as a few mistakes and
wrong trait categorizations were corrected.
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CHAPTER 4
DATA ANALYSIS

All data generated from the content and text analysis and the surveys were entered into
and analyzed using the statistical program SPSS. The content and text analysis yielded a total of
368 coding sheets; the analyzed comic books from DC Comics yielded 177 coding sheets, while
the comic books from Marvel Comics yielded 191. The total number of comic book pages for
the three DC comic books was 62 pages, while the selected Marvel comic books had 65 pages.
Consequently, the six comic books yielded a total of 127 pages for analysis; included in the page
count are the comic book covers for the six comic books. Although the DC comic books had
fewer pages than the Marvel comic books, the DC comic books had more panels. It is important
to note that due to the number of characters from the six comic books that I analyzed, I selected
the most frequently occurring characters from each comic book, which allowed me to analyze a
total of 21 characters.

Content Analysis

The six superhero comic books highlighted femininity and masculinity, particularly,
emphasized and hypersexualized femininity, hegemonic and hypersexualized masculinity, and
visionary gender. Additionally, the six superhero comic books utilized traits that are
stereotypically associated in American culture with masculinity and femininity. However,
although formulaic and stereotypical in their content, the superhero comic books also depicted
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strong, female superhero characters with stereotypical masculine traits, such as toughness,
activeness, and competitiveness. By contrast, male superhero characters rarely embodied a type
of femininity.
Among the six superhero comic books, ten (47.6%) characters are from DC Comics,
while eleven (52.4%) characters are from Marvel Comics. The four most frequently occurring
characters are Marvel Comics‘ Thor Odinson and Lady Thor and DC Comics‘ Harley Quinn and
Batgirl; three of the most frequently occurring characters are female. Of the total 21 most
frequently occurring characters there are ten (47.6%) female characters and eleven (52.4%) male
characters. Although there were fewer female characters in the sample, they had more
occurrences of visionary gender. However, female characters were twice as more likely than
male characters to be hypersexualized.

Types of Masculinities Displayed by the Superhero Characters

Masculinities, in its different forms, occurred more frequently than femininities;
masculinities were embodied by both male and female characters 127 times. Hegemonic
masculinity was the most common masculinity occurring 66 (22.7%) times, followed by a
moderate type of masculinity, which was recorded 42 (14.4%) times. Although hypersexualized
masculinity was the least occurring masculinity, it was recorded 19 (6.5%) times. However,
female characters displayed hypersexualized femininity two times more often than male
characters displayed hypersexualized masculinity. In regards to publishers, Marvel Comics‘
male characters were two times more likely than DC Comics‘ male characters to be
hypersexualized. Also, Marvel Comics‘ male characters were observed more often than DC
Comics‘ characters demonstrating hegemonic masculinity.
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Marvel Comics‘ Thor Odinson was the most hegemonic male character followed by DC
Comics‘ Superman. Thor displayed traits associated with hegemonic masculinity, such as
aggression, anger, competiveness, and toughness, two times more often than Superman. Thor
was illustrated displaying hegemonic masculinity 18 (27.3%) times, in contrast to Superman,
who displayed this type of masculinity nine (13.6%) times. Although Thor was the most
hegemonic in appearance and behavior he was also the most hypersexualized male character.
Thor appeared hypersexualized six (31.6%) times, while Superman was hypersexualized only
once (5.3%). However, this result may be due in part to Thor‘s costume, which does not include
a shirt, leaving him bare-chested.

Types of Femininities Displayed by the Superhero Characters

Femininity, in all of its different types, was embodied by characters 102 times. The most
frequently occurring femininity was moderate femininity, which was recorded 51 (17.5%) times.
Only one male character, Marvel Comics‘ Dr. Voodoo (Jericho Drumm), was observed
displaying a type of femininity; he displayed a moderate form of femininity one time due to his
posture, pose, and clothing. Hypersexualized femininity was embodied 41 (14.1%) times.
Across publishers, DC Comics‘ female characters were more likely than characters from Marvel
Comics to be hypersexualized. Although emphasized femininity was the least occurring type of
femininity, DC Comics had more occurrences where female characters were emphasized in their
femininity. In particular, they were depicted as damsels-in-distress and in need of comfort or
rescue.
DC Comics‘ Harley Quinn portrayed the most emphasized femininity and was the most
hypersexualized female character (figure 1). She was hypersexualized in her appearance 12
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(29.3%) times. The second hypersexualized female character was another DC Comics‘
character, Wonder Woman with eight (19.5%) counts. By contrast, Marvel Comics‘ Cindy
Moon, Silk‘s human alter-ego, was the most moderate in appearance, while the most moderate
female superhero was Lady Thor.

Figure 1. Harley Quinn and Mason are depicted as sex objects on this cover page from DC
Comics‘ Harley Quinn #14. Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics.
Harley Quinn created by Paul Dini and Bruce Timm. All rights reserved.
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Stereotypical Feminine and Masculine Traits Displayed by the Superhero Characters
The three most frequently occurring stereotypical feminine traits displayed by both male
and female superheroes were: attractive due to the character‘s physical appearance, emotional,
and being displayed as a sex object or object of desire. Characters were attractive according to
their appearance 85 (28.2%) times, were emotional 51 (16.9%) times, and were observed being
objects of desire 32 (10.6%) times. DC Comics‘ characters, both males and females, were more
likely than Marvel Comics‘ characters to display the top three most frequently occurring
stereotypical feminine traits. In fact, DC Comics‘ characters were two times more likely to be
depicted as sex objects and be attractive due to their appearance.
DC Comics‘ Harley Quinn and Wonder Woman had the highest counts of being
portrayed as sex objects and they were the most attractive female characters due to their
appearance. In particular, Harley Quinn had nine (25.7%) counts of being illustrated as a sex
object and was physically attractive eleven (31.4%) times. The most emotional female superhero
was Marvel Comics‘ Lady Thor; she depicted her emotions four (26.7%) times. However, she
often displayed anger, which is a stereotypical masculine emotion in American culture. In
regards to male superheroes, Marvel Comics‘ Thor Odinson was the most emotional; he
displayed his emotions ten (58.8%) times. Similar to Lady Thor, Thor Odinson displayed anger
and rage when he expressed his emotions. By contrast, DC Comics‘ Superman displayed his
emotions four (50%) times and often times he was shown as caring towards Batman and Wonder
Woman. Both Superman and Thor were depicted as attractive according to their appearance, but
Thor was four times more likely to be attractive than Superman. Additionally, both superheroes
were depicted as sex objects, but Thor had one more recorded incidence of being portrayed as an
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object of desire than Superman. These two results coincide with Thor Odinson being depicted as
the most hypersexualized male superhero.
The three highest occurring stereotypical masculine traits displayed by both female and
male superheroes were: rationality and/or stoicism, assertiveness, and activeness. The most
frequently occurring trait was rationality and/or stoicism, which was recorded 90 (17.1%) times.
Assertiveness was a close second appearing in characters 87 (16.5%) times, followed by
activeness, which occurred in characters 63 (12%) times. Marvel Comics‘ characters were more
likely than DC Comics‘ characters to display stereotypical masculine traits, particularly
rationality and/or stoicism and activeness. Characters from Marvel and DC Comics displayed an
almost equal amount of assertiveness; DC had one more occurrence of assertiveness than
Marvel.
Lady Thor was the most assertive, competitive, and rational and/or stoic female
superhero, followed by Batgirl. Additionally, both Lady Thor and Batgirl were equally active,
that is, they participated in fighting. By contrast, Thor Odinson was the most rational and/or
stoic male superhero, followed by Superman. Thor was the most assertive male character; he
was four times more assertive than Superman. Thor was also two times more active and was
three times more competitive than Superman. Interestingly, Batgirl and Lady Thor are two times
more competitive and active than Superman. Additionally, Lady Thor is three times more
assertive than Superman, while Batgirl is two times more assertive than Superman. Therefore,
Thor Odinson, Lady Thor, and Batgirl are more assertive, competitive, and active than
Superman. Although Lady Thor and Batgirl are female characters, they display traits associated
with masculinity more often than Superman.
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Visionary Gender: A New Type of Gender Displayed by Superheroes

Although superhero bodies are a standard of American comic books, male and female
superheroes are very similar despite their maleness or femaleness. Despite the gender
differences embodied by superheroes, visionary gender provides an alternative gender that male
and female superheroes are able to embody without punishment or reprimand, unless it causes
harm or destruction. While hegemonic masculinity was the most frequently occurring gender
with 66 (22.7%) counts, visionary gender occurred almost as frequently with 62 (21.3%) counts.
Marvel Comics‘ characters embodied visionary gender more often than DC Comics‘ characters
with 37 (59.7%) occurrences compared to 25 (40.3%). Female superheroes displayed visionary
gender 36 (58.1%) times, which was more frequent than male superheroes, who displayed this
type of gender 26 (41.9%) times. Lady Thor, Thor Odinson and Batgirl equally displayed
visionary gender nine (14.5%) times. By contrast, Superman displayed this gender six (9.7%)
times.
The superhero characters who displayed visionary gender exhibited traits such as
independence, competitiveness, toughness, emotional and/or physical strength and sexual agency
or sexual assertiveness. Compared to male superheroes, who had 18 (41.9%) counts of
independence, female superheroes were the most independent with 25 (58.1%) counts. By
contrast, male superheroes showed the most emotional and/or physical strength and were the
most competitive. Although male superheroes were more likely to be depicted with these
masculine traits, female superheroes exhibited emotional and/or physical strength and
competitiveness with high percentages as well. For example, male superheroes had 20 (57.1%)
counts of demonstrating emotional and/or physical strength, compared to female superheroes
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who exhibited this trait 15 (42.9%) times. Additionally, male superheroes were competitive 22
(56.4%) times, which is only slightly more than the female superheroes who demonstrated this
trait 17 (43.6%) times. Although the recorded incidences for characters expressing sexual
agency were low, female superheroes demonstrated this trait overwhelming more often than
male superheroes. Female superheroes demonstrated sexual agency four (80%) times compared
to one (20%) male superhero exhibiting this trait.
The most independent character from DC Comics was Batgirl, with nine (20.9%) counts
followed by Marvel Comics‘ Lady Thor and Thor Odinson, who equally demonstrated this trait
four (9.3%) times. Wonder Woman was the strongest DC Comics‘ female superhero with four
(11.4%) counts, while Superman was the strongest male superhero with three (8.6%) counts.
However, Marvel Comics‘ Lady Thor and Thor Odinson were the strongest superheroes; they
equally demonstrated emotional and physical strength seven (20%) times (figure 2). Lady Thor
and Thor Odinson were also the most competitive superheroes, but Thor was the most
competitive with nine (23.1%) counts followed by Lady Thor with six (15.4%). From DC
Comics, Batgirl was the most competitive superhero with five (12.8%) counts, followed by
Superman with three (7.7%). DC Comics‘ Harley Quinn demonstrated sexual agency three
(60%) times (figure 3).
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Figure 2. Lady Thor and Thor Odinson display physical strength and competiveness in Marvel
Comics‘ Thor #004. Used with permission from Marvel Entertainment, LLC. © MARVEL.
Thor created by Stan Lee, Larry Lieber and Jack Kirby. All rights reserved.
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Figure 3. Harley Quinn demonstrates sexual agency in DC Comics‘ Harley Quinn #14.
Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics. Harley Quinn created by
Paul Dini and Bruce Timm. All rights reserved.

The Superhero Characters‘ Body Emphasis
A character‘s body emphasis is an indicator of gender. The three most common areas of
the body that were emphasized were: the face, eyes, chin, jaw, and/or lips, chest or breasts, and
the arms, hands, and/or nails. The most often highlighted body area of both male and female
superheroes was the facial region, which was recorded 115 (18.3%) times. This was followed by
the chest or breasts being accentuated 91 (14.4%) times, and the arms and/or hands being
emphasized 86 (13.7%) times. However, due to the design of superhero costumes and artistic
expression, the face is arguably emphasized for aesthetics. Consequently, I consider the fourth
most common body region, the thighs, which were accentuated 69 (11%) times.
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Marvel Comics‘ characters emphasized their thighs, chest or breasts, and arms or hands
more frequently than DC Comics‘ characters. However, Thor Odinson contributes to the high
occurrence of the chest emphasis, because he appears bare-chested throughout Thor #004. Silk
contributes to the high occurrence of the arms, hands and/or nails emphasis as she spins webs
from her fingertips. Also, both Thor and Lady Thor wield weapons of close-combat, such as
Mjolnir, which require strong arm muscles. Consequently, to depict Thor‘s and Lady Thor‘s
strength their arms must be accentuated. In fact, Lady Thor‘s most emphasized body features are
her arms and hands; this type of emphasis occurred 13 (23.6%) times. Similarly, Thor‘s most
emphasized body parts are his arms and hands, which occurred 15 (17%) times, followed by his
chest and abdominal region, both equally emphasized 12 (13.6%) times. The facial region is
highlighted more often with DC Comics‘ characters than characters from Marvel Comics.
However, this may be the result of Batman‘s and Batgirl‘s costume, which draws attention to
their faces, especially their eyes and jaws. In fact, both Batgirl‘s and Batman‘s face represent
their most accentuated body region. Specifically, Batgirl‘s face is emphasized ten (26.3%)
times, while Batman‘s face is accentuated eight (24.2%) times, thereby confirming that their
costumes contribute to their faces being emphasized (figure 4).
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Figure 4. Barbara Gordon as Batgirl in DC Comics‘ Batgirl #38.
Notice how her bat-costume accentuates her body and leaves her eyes and jaw uncovered.
Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics. All rights reserved.

With respect to gender, both males and females placed relatively equal emphasis on the
facial region, with males having one more occurrence than females. Also, there is an almost
equal emphasis on the chest or breasts. Male characters accentuated this body area more often
than females, but the breasts represent the third highest body area highlighted for female
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characters, while it is the second most highlighted male feature. Female characters displayed
their thighs and buttocks two times more often than male characters. By contrast, male
characters‘ groins and abdominals were emphasized two times more often than female
characters‘ groins and stomachs. Additionally, arms and/or hands were more frequently
emphasized on male characters than female characters. Therefore, a character‘s body was
emphasized according to their gender, that is, if a character‘s arms and/or hands, abdominals, and
groin are emphasized then the character may be a man, but if a character‘s thighs and buttocks
are accentuated then the character may be a woman.

Section Summary

According to the content analysis, masculinities occurred more frequently than
femininities. The most frequent masculinity was hegemonic masculinity, while hypersexualized
masculinity was the least frequent. By contrast, female superheroes were hypersexualized two
times more often than male superheroes. In regards to publishers, Marvel Comics‘ male
characters were two times more likely than male characters from DC Comics to be
hypersexualized and display hegemonic masculinity. Thor Odinson was the most hegemonic
and hypersexualized male character. The most frequent femininity was a moderate form of
femininity. Moreover, only one male character, Marvel Comics‘ Dr. Voodoo, was observed
displaying a type of femininity. DC Comics‘ female characters were more often than Marvel
Comics‘ females to be hypersexualized and emphasized in their femininity. Harley Quinn was
the most hypersexualized female character followed by Wonder Woman. Although emphasized
femininity was the least occurring type of femininity, Harley Quinn displayed this type of
femininity the most.
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The three most frequent feminine traits were: a character‘s attractiveness due to their
physical appearance, being depicted as emotional and/or showing emotional weakness, and a
character being depicted as a sex object. By contrast, the three most frequent masculine traits
were: a character demonstrating rationality and/or stoicism, a character displaying assertiveness
through their actions and/or language, and a character being physically active and/or being part
of the fighting. DC Comics‘ characters were more likely to display feminine traits, while Marvel
Comics‘ characters were more likely to display masculine traits. For example, Harley Quinn and
Wonder Woman were the most attractive female superheroes and were depicted as sex objects
the most. Although Lady Thor and Thor Odinson were the most emotional characters, they
typically displayed anger, a stereotypical masculine trait in American culture. Moreover, Lady
Thor was the most assertive and rational female superhero, followed by Batgirl, while Thor was
the most rational and/or stoic, assertive, and active male character, followed by Superman.
Despite these gender differences, male and female superheroes are more similar than
different. This similarity between male and female superheroes is demonstrated through
visionary gender. In fact, visionary gender occurred almost as frequently as hegemonic
masculinity and female superheroes exhibited this gender more often than their male
counterparts. Furthermore, Marvel Comics‘ superheroes were more visionary in their gender
than superheroes from DC Comics. Lady Thor, Thor Odinson, and Batgirl exhibited visionary
gender equally. In examining traits associated with visionary gender, female superheroes
displayed independence more often than male superheroes and although male characters had
more occurrences of being emotionally and/or physical strong and competitive, female characters
also exhibited these traits with high percentages. Batgirl was the most independent character,
which is expected as she is not part of a superhero team in Batgirl #38, while Lady Thor and
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Thor were the most physically strong characters, which is another expected result as they both
use weapons that require upper body strength, such as Mjolnir. Moreover, Lady Thor and Thor
were the most competitive superheroes, followed by Batgirl and Superman. Lastly, sexual
agency was exhibited the most frequently by Harley Quinn.
The most common areas of body emphasis were the face, chest/breasts, arms/hands, and
thighs. To indicate femininity the thighs and buttocks were emphasized most frequently, while
emphasis on the arms/hands, abdominals, and groin indicated masculinity. Marvel Comics‘
characters most often emphasized their thighs, chest/breasts, and arms/hands. By contrast,
characters from DC Comics emphasized their facial region more frequently. However, the
costumes of superheroes contributed to these results.

Text Analysis

Dominance Theory

There were a total number of 21 interruptions, with the most frequently occurring
interruptions (eight) caused by a female character to a male character. However, there were
seven instances of a male character interrupting a female character. Equally occurring were
interruptions involving same-sex conversation partners, that is, a female interrupted another
female three times and males interrupted each other three times. Therefore, females interrupted
male characters more often and female characters were equally likely to interrupt other females.
Similarly, male characters were equally likely to interrupt male characters. Consequently, the
dominance theory was not supported as female characters used interruptions to dominate the
conversation more than their male counterparts. In fact, female characters used interruption as a
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sign of power and control. One reason for this result is that female superheroes embody
masculine traits and behaviors. For example, female superheroes exhibited traits such as
toughness and competiveness, in both their actions and language. It is important to note that
female characters were not punished when they interrupted another character, whether that
character was a woman or man.
In examining interruptions across the comic book publishers, DC Comics had more
occurrences of interruptions. Marvel Comics‘ characters interrupted other characters eight
(38.1%) times, while DC Comics‘ characters used interruptions 13 (61.9%) times. Thus, DC
Comics‘ characters used interruptions more often than Marvel Comics‘ characters to control a
conversation. In examining the gender of characters that used interruptions relative to the comic
book publisher, there were six females and seven males in the three DC comic books that used
interruptions. By contrast, the three Marvel comic books had five female and three male
interruptions. Consequently, DC Comics‘ male characters caused an interruption two times more
often than Marvel Comics‘ male characters. However, female characters from DC Comics and
Marvel Comics were almost equally likely to cause interruptions; DC Comics‘ female characters
had one more interruption.
Sometimes a speaker‘s power, granted to them by their perceived higher position, was
used to interrupt and control the other participant. In this type of interruption the dominance
theory was supported. This type of interruption occurred in both DC and Marvel comic books.
For example, in DC Comics‘ Harley Quinn #14, Dr. Harleen Quinzel is interrupted by her
female boss, Dr. Hertz and is told to cancel her date so that she can put in extra hours. Dr.
Quinzel explains, ―I can‘t tonight. I have a date,‖ to which Dr. Hertz replies by saying, ―Had a
date. Cancel it. I wasn‘t asking, I‘m telling,‖ then Dr. Quinzel tries to state her position saying,
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―But…,‖ however she is interrupted and is told by Dr. Hertz to ―Put a cork in it, Doctor‖ (Harley
Quinn #14, page 18, panels 5-6). A similar type of interruption was used in Marvel Comics‘ Silk
#001, except in this example, the participants in the conversation are not of the same sex. After
his defeat by Silk, Dragonclaw goes to see Black Cat and explains that he ―managed to slip out
of the suit [his costume] and get away,‖ to which Black Cat replies, ―Let me get this straight: you
lost your gear and your shot at the shipment?‖ to which Dragonclaw tries to ask Black Cat for a
second chance saying, ―Gimme another chance, I need this –‖ but he is interrupted by Black Cat
who explains, ―You had your chance: torch the Red Ace gang‘s supply easy. And you blew it.
Send him to the shop,‖ once again Dragonclaw tries to speak by saying ―Wait, what –‖ before he
is interrupted for a second time by Black Cat who finishes the conversation saying, ―And get me
everything you can on Silk‖ (Silk #001, page 21, panels 4-5) (figure 5).
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Figure 5. Black Cat interrupts Dragonclaw two times in Marvel Comics‘ Silk #001.
Notice how Black Cat is in a position of power. Used with permission from Marvel
Entertainment, LLC. © MARVEL. All rights reserved.
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Difference Theory

Difference theory was supported, because female characters in both DC and Marvel
comic books offered suggestions or were cooperative language partners, while male characters
engaged in conflict-causing or argumentative language. For example, in DC Comics‘ Batgirl
#38, Barbara Gordon offers help to her roommate Frankie by saying, ―Is there any way I can
help? I don‘t know how to program WISP yet but I bet I could figure it out pretty fast‖ (Batgirl
#38, page 10, panel 2). Another example from DC Comics shows Wonder Woman acting as a
mediator. In Justice League #38, Wonder Woman calms Superman down from his argument
with Lex Luthor saying, ―Let Lex go, Superman. Like it or not, he might be our only hope‖
(Justice League #38, page 25, panels 3-4). By contrast, male superheroes in the DC comic books
engaged in conflict-causing language. For example, Lex Luthor, in Justice League #38, explains
to Superman that the Amazo virus was created by him and was meant for Kryptonians saying
that, ―I created the Amazo virus to leave you powerless,‖ which causes a conflict between
Superman and Lex Luthor (Justice League #38, page 24, panel 2) (figures 6 and 7).
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Figure 6. Lex Luthor engages in a conflict-causing conversation with Superman in DC Comics‘
Justice League #38. Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics.
Superman created by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster. All rights reserved.
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Figure 7. Superman reacts to Lex Luthor‘s conflict-causing language in DC Comics‘ Justice
League #38. Notice that Wonder Woman calms Superman‘s anger in the fourth panel.
Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics. Superman created by
Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster. All rights reserved.
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Furthermore, female characters in the Marvel comic books did offer suggestions and
were cooperative language partners. Additionally, female characters were often assertive in their
language use. By contrast, male characters in the Marvel comic books, similar to male
characters in the DC comic books, often engaged in conflict-causing language. An example
from Marvel Comics‘ Thor #004 shows a female character offering suggestions to a male
character, while the male character engages in argumentative language. In this example, Lady
Thor tries to get Thor Odinson to calm down by saying, ―You need to remain calm Odinson. I
am not your enemy,‖ to which Thor responds to by saying, ―Then what are you,‖ to which Lady
Thor responds, ―I am still trying to discern that myself. I just know that this is not the fight that
you want,‖ however Thor takes Lady Thor‘s reply the wrong way and angrily demands, ―Fight?
Did you just say you wanted a fight?‖ which leads Lady Thor to reply, ―No I said…Calm thyself
down‖ (Thor #004, page 7, panels 3-4) (figure 8). This conversation leads to one of the
interruptions by a male character to a female character, that is, Thor Odinson does not allow
Lady Thor to finish her sentence in the last panel and instead attacks her.
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Figure 8. Thor Odinson uses argumentative language in Marvel Comics‘ Thor #004.
Notice how Lady Thor suggests to Thor to calm down in an assertive manner by using a
directive. Used with permission from Marvel Entertainment, LLC. © MARVEL.
Thor created by Stan Lee, Larry Lieber and Jack Kirby. All rights reserved.
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Section Summary

The most frequent interruption was caused by a female character to a male character.
Since female characters used interruptions more than males did to dominate conversation, the
dominance theory was not supported. Interestingly, female characters were not punished for
interrupting their male counterparts. However, interruptions were used, primarily by female
characters, as a sign of power and control. For instance, a speaker‘s power, granted to them by
their perceived higher position, was used to interrupt and control the other participant. In these
examples the dominance theory was supported. The difference theory was also supported. In
particular, female characters in Marvel and DC Comics offered suggestions or were cooperative
language partners, while male characters engaged in conflict-causing or argumentative language.
Although the dominance and difference theory were useful in the text analysis there was a lack
of variables to consider, such as socioeconomic status and age. However, these variables are
difficult to determine when analyzing comic books as they are not generally indicated in comic
books.
Interestingly, when examining the gender type that a character exhibited during an
interruption, five (23.8%) interruptions occurred when a character displayed visionary gender.
Moreover, there were equal amounts of interruptions occurring by characters who displayed
visionary gender. There were two (40%) interruptions by a female character to a male character
and two (40%) interruptions by a male character to a female character. Therefore, characters that
displayed visionary gender were also competitive in their discourse.
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Comic Book Reader Survey Analysis

Descriptive Statistics and Frequencies on the Survey Data

There were a total of 485 surveys from the three comic book conventions. However, five
surveys were eliminated due to missing or unclear answers, resulting in a total of 480 valid
surveys. Of the 480 surveys, 200 (42%) were from Convention One, 105 (22%) were from
Convention Two, and 175 (36%) were from Convention Three (figure 9).

Figure 9. Survey participants per convention.

There were a total of 256 (53%) males and 213 (44%) females. There were also 11 (2%)
survey respondents who identified themselves as a gender other than man or woman (figure 10).
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Figure 10. Survey participants‘ gender.

The majority of respondents, 295 (61%), were from states in the Midwest. The second
highest regional location was the Southeast with 159 (33%) respondents. The third highest
regional location was the Northeast with only 16 (3%) respondents. The Southwest and the West
region had the same number of respondents each with only four (1%) participants. Lastly, there
were two (0%) respondents that lived outside the United States (figure 11).
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Figure 11. Survey participants‘ regional location.

The age range of participants was between 18 to 60, with 27 being the most frequent age.
109 (22.7%) respondents have been reading comic books for less than three years, 62 (12.9%)
for three to five years, 86 (17.9%) for five to ten years, and the largest share of respondents, 118
(24.6%) have been reading for ten to thirty years, while 105 (21.9%) participants have been
reading for over thirty years (table 1).
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Table 1. Survey respondents‘ comic book reading length.

Responses
N

Percent

Less than 3 years
3 to 5 years
5 to 10 years
10 to 20 years
20 to 30 years
More than 30 years

109
62
86
115
3
105

22.7%
12.9%
17.9%
24.0%
.6%
21.9%

Total

480

100%

The average amount spent per year on comic books ranged from $5.00 to $30,000. The
one participant who spends $30,000 per year on comic books is likely a comic book collector or
a comic book shop owner. If this amount is removed, then the average dollar amount spent per
year on comic books ranges from $5.00 to $3,000. The most frequent dollar amount spent per
year on comic books was $50.00. There were 22 (4.6%) respondents who chose not to list their
spending amount and there were 43 (9%) who did not spend any money on comic books.
However, some of these respondents made a note that they did not spend money on comic books,
because they ―went to the library and read comics,‖ or they ―read their comic book collection,‖
or that they ―read free comic books online,‖ that is they ―read online webcomics.‖ Although
some people do not buy comic books that does not mean they do not read them. 252 (52.5%)
respondents spend less than one hour per week reading comic books, while 187 respondents
(39%) spend one to four hours per week. Also, 29 (6%) respondents spend five to eight hours
per week reading comic books, while only 12 (2.5%) respondents read comic books for more
than eight hours per week.
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Survey participants read and/or purchased comic books from multiple comic book
publishers (table 2). The most frequent comic book publisher that respondents purchase from is
Marvel Comics; 368 (29.7%) people read and/or by comic books from Marvel of which 163
(44.3%) are women and 199 (54%) are men. By contrast, 295 (23.8%) people read and/or
purchase DC Comics of which 128 (43.4%) are women and 164 (55.6%) are men. The third
more frequent publisher is Dark Horse with 183 (14.8%) people buying and/or reading comic
books their comic books, followed by 109 (8.8%) people reading and/or buying comic books
from the publisher Image. 101 (8.2%) respondents read and/or purchase comic books from other
comic book publishers that I did not list.

Table 2. Publishers that respondents purchase and/or read comics books from.

Responses
N
Marvel Comics
DC Comics
Image Comics
Dark Horse Comics
Vertigo Comics
IDW Publishing Comics
Dynamite Comics
Top Cow Comics
Comic books from other publishers
Total

Percent

368
295
109
183
77
59
25
22
101

29.7%
23.8%
8.8%
14.8%
6.2%
4.8%
2.0%
1.8%
8.2%

1239

100%
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The Importance of a Superhero Comic Book Character‘s Gender to Comic Book Readers
I analyzed the survey data to determine if there were any relationships between a
superhero‘s physical attributes and qualities and survey respondents‘ gender (table 3). In regards
to a character‘s gender, 215 (44.8%) participants said that a superhero‘s gender was not
important to them; more men than women said that the superhero‘s gender was not important to
them. An almost equal number of men and women, 158 (32.9%) of respondents, said that a
superhero‘s gender was either slightly important or somewhat important. By contrast, 107
(22.3%) participants said that the superhero‘s gender was either important or very important to
them. Slightly more women participants, 58 (12.1%), said that a superhero‘s gender was
important or very important to them compared to 44 (9.1%) men. However, there were twice as
many participants who held the opinion that a superhero‘s gender is not important to them
compared to the participants who thought that a superhero‘s gender was important or very
important to them.
Table 3. The importance of a superhero‘s gender according to survey respondents‘ gender.

Not Important

Total

Count
% of Total
Slightly Important
Count
% of Total
Somewhat Important Count
% of Total
Important
Count
% of Total
Very Important
Count
% of Total
Count
% of Total

Subject's Gender
Female
Male
Other
78
132
5
16.3%
27.5%
1.0%
27
38
0
5.6%
7.9%
0.0%
50
42
1
10.4%
8.8%
0.2%
38
27
2
7.9%
5.6%
0.4%
20
17
3
4.2%
3.5%
0.6%
213
256
11
44.4%
53.3%
2.3%

Total
215
44.8%
65
13.5%
93
19.4%
67
14.0%
40
8.3%
480
100.0%
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Reader Perception of Masculinity and Femininity in Superhero Comic Books

Survey participants were asked their opinion about whether or not superhero comic books
portrayed men as too masculine and women as too feminine. With little difference between men
and women readers, the majority of respondents strongly agreed or agreed that male superhero
comic book characters are too masculine; this opinion was held by 319 (66.5%) participants.
Interestingly, men were two times more likely than women to hold the opinion that male
superheroes are not portrayed as too masculine. By contrast, 197 (41%) participants strongly
disagreed or disagreed that female superheroes are too feminine; more men than women
disagreed that female superheroes are illustrated as too feminine. However, there were 283
(59%) respondents who agreed or strongly agreed that female superheroes are too feminine.

Perception of Male and Female Superhero Bodies
Survey participants answered questions about body images based on two DC Comics‘
and two Marvel Comics‘ images. The DC Comics‘ images were of Superman and Wonder
Woman from the comic books Justice League #38 and Justice League #39 (figures 12 and 13).
The Marvel Comics‘ images were of Thor Odinson and Lady Thor from Thor #004 (figures 14
and 15). These images were selected because they were the most comparable, since the
characters are recognized as superheroes, or are ―god-like,‖ and/or have superpowers.
Additionally, the images portray the characters in their costumes and all characters are actively
involved, that is, they are doing some form of achievement or action. The selected images are
from superhero comic books that were ranked as the top-ten Marvel and top-ten DC comic books
from January or February 2015.
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Figure 12. DC Comics‘ survey image #1 depicting Wonder Woman and Superman from
Justice League #38. Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics. Superman created
by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster. Batman created by Bob Kane. All rights reserved.

Figure 13. DC Comics‘ survey image #2 depicting Wonder Woman and Superman from
Justice League #39. Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics.
Superman created by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster. All rights reserved.
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Figure 14. Marvel Comics‘ survey image #1 depicting Lady Thor from Thor #004.
Used with permission from Marvel Entertainment, LLC. © MARVEL. All rights reserved.

Figure 15. Marvel Comics‘ survey image #2 depicting Thor Odinson from Thor #004.
Used with permission from Marvel Entertainment, LLC. © MARVEL. Thor created by
Stan Lee, Larry Lieber and Jack Kirby. All rights reserved.
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Respondents were asked if the selected DC Comics‘ images portrayed a realistic body.
An overwhelming majority of participants, 379 (79.1%), either disagreed or strongly disagreed
that Wonder Woman and Superman have realistic bodies. In particular, 180 (37.6%) women and
199 (41.5%) men held this opinion. When asked if the DC Comics‘ images portrayed a body
that could be attained if the respondent worked hard enough, the majority of participants, that is
303 (63.2%) participants, disagreed or strongly disagreed. There was an almost equal amount of
male and female respondents who held this opinion. Twice as many men either agreed or
strongly agreed that Superman‘s or Wonder Woman‘s body was attainable through hard work.
When asked if the DC Comics‘ images portrayed a body that is sexually desirable to most
people, 393 (81.9%) participants agreed or strongly agreed that the superheroes‘ bodies are
sexually desirable to most people. Interestingly, women were three times more likely than men
to strongly disagree that the DC Comics‘ images were desirable (table 4).
Table 4. The perceived sexual desirability of the DC Comics‘ characters.

Total

Strongly Disagree Count
% of Total
Disagree
Count
% of Total
Agree
Count
% of Total
Strongly Agree
Count
% of Total
N/A
Count
% of Total
Count
% of Total

Subject's Gender
Female
Male
Other
6
2
1
1.3%
0.4%
0.2%
27
40
3
5.6%
8.3%
0.6%
131
153
2
27.3%
31.9%
0.4%
48
61
3
10.0%
12.7%
0.6%
1
0
2
0.2%
0.0%
0.4%
213
256
11
44.4%
53.3%
2.3%

Total
9
1.9%
70
14.6%
286
59.6%
112
23.3%
3
0.6%
480
100.0%
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Survey respondents were also asked the same questions for two Marvel Comics‘ images.
More than half of the participants, 265 (55.2%), disagreed or strongly disagreed that Thor
Odinson and Lady Thor were portrayed with realistic bodies. Slightly more men, 119 (24.8%),
than women, 85 (17.8%), held this view. Less than half the participants, 228 (47.5%), agreed or
strongly agreed that they could attain the body of Thor Odinson or Lady Thor through hard
work. A higher number of men, 143 (29.8%), than women, 85 (17.7%), held this opinion.
However, half of the participants, 241 (50.2%), either disagreed or strongly disagreed that the
Marvel Comics‘ images portrayed bodies that they could achieve through hard work; more
women held this opinion. Interestingly, 117 (24.4%) men responded that they disagreed that the
Marvel images portrayed a realistic body, but 113 (23.5%) men agreed that they could achieve
the body of Thor Odinson through hard work. Also remarkable is that six (1.3%) women and 18
(3.8%) men strongly agreed that the Marvel Comics‘ images portrayed realistic bodies, but 13
(2.7%) women and 30 (6.3%) men strongly agreed that they could attain the bodies of Lady Thor
or Thor Odinson through hard work. Moreover, 28 (5.8%) women and 20 (4.2%) men strongly
disagreed that the Marvel images portrayed a realistic body, but 46 (9.6%) women and 25 (5.2%)
men strongly disagreed that they could achieve the Marvel superheroes‘ bodies through hard
work.
Similar to the DC Comics‘ characters representing desirability, the Marvel Comics‘
characters are also seen by the respondents as sexually desirable to most people (table 5). The
majority of participants, 403 (84%), agreed or strongly agreed that the selected images from
Marvel Comics portrayed bodies that are sexually desirable to most people. This is slightly
higher than the percentage obtained for the DC Comics‘ images (81.9%). However, 65 (13.5%)
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participants disagreed or strongly disagreed that the Marvel images are sexually desirable to
most people.
Table 5. The perceived sexual desirability of the Marvel Comics‘ characters.

Total

Strongly Disagree Count
% of Total
Disagree
Count
% of Total
Agree
Count
% of Total
Strongly Agree
Count
% of Total
N/A
Count
% of Total
Count
% of Total

Subject's Gender
Female
Male
Other
4
4
1
0.8%
0.8%
0.2%
19
38
1
4.0%
7.9%
0.2%
153
166
6
31.9%
34.6%
1.3%
36
48
1
7.5%
10.0%
0.2%
1
0
2
0.2%
0.0%
0.4%
213
256
11
44.4%
53.3%
2.3%

Total
9
1.9%
58
12.1%
325
67.7%
85
17.7%
3
0.6%
480
100.0%

Survey Participants‘ Feedback to Comic Book Artists

Survey participants were given the opportunity to provide feedback to artists, to explain
their opinion in the survey, and/or were able to describe what they wanted to see in future
superhero comic books. I gathered 21 pages of survey participants‘ responses from the one
open-ended question at the conclusion of the survey. The majority of responses fell into one of
two categories. First, some respondents saw no problems with the bodies of superheroes,
because superheroes are part of the science fiction and fantasy genre. For example, survey
respondents said that, ―These are iconic images and to change them would devastate many,‖
―Comic books are pure fantasy and are made to help us see beyond what is possible and what
could be,‖ ―I would tell the artists to keep up the good work and don‘t listen to the feminazis,‖
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―It is a comic book, not reality,‖ ―Comics are about personalities, powers, and bodies that are
larger than life. The Marvel and DC images feel heroic, powerful, and fantastic,‖ ―Comic books
have comic looks,‖ ―Don‘t change these characters, they are heroes! They represent the ―best‖
so don‘t lower the bar by making them ―average‖ or ―below average.‖ They should be an ―ideal‖
both physically and morally,‖ ―If I wanted to see pictures of real people I would read Life
Magazine,‖ ―I think art is subjective. I don‘t think society should have a say in the artist‘s actual
vision of what he [or she] thinks a superhero should look like. It is art, not documentation of
life,‖ ―I would tell the artists to keep up the good work. They are just comics after all,‖ ―These
bodies are superhero bodies – meaning they are supposed to be very different than regular
humans. They should appear as greater than normal, because they are…People who lose track of
this and think that these images portray regular people that readers can be like need a dose of
reality,‖ and ―Superheroes are icons that REPRESENT the idea of strength – artists are trying to
get this idea across. If a picture in comics is too realistic, then you lose focus on the story and it
does not have much impact.‖ These responses demonstrate that some comic book readers have
no problems with the bodies that are illustrated in comic books.
A second popular opinion called for the depiction of various body types, characters that
were more realistic, and/or clothing and armor that was practical. Some of these responses
include, ―Vary body types to include ectomorphs and endomorphs – there are plenty of
exaggerated mesomorphs,‖ ―Fat characters should not just be support characters, they should
also be important characters too,‖ ―The truth is a real hero is a hairy man with a beer gut,‖ ―Now
that I have daughters, I realize how hard it is to find female superheroes for them to look up to
and maintain a degree of modesty/morality. For me it‘s been an eye opener of concern from
before to after children,‖ ―Make the characters more realistic. I understand people are looking
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for heroes and power, but there is nothing wrong with relatability,‖ ―It is not the bodies that I
have an issue with, but the difference between male and female costumes. Male costumes are
functional, but women are expected to fight in heels, a corset, and tight skirts or booty shorts.
The female costumes serve no purpose except fan service and its sexist as hell,‖ ―I would suggest
to the artists that they be more realistic in their work or at the very least have more relatable
characters. Diversity matters, but I hate token characters,‖ ―There is the thinking and influences
of American culture that Bigger is Better,‖ ―Need more of a ―dad-bod‖ for the male
superheroes,‖ and ―I think it is important to have heroes of all shapes, sizes, ethnicities, and
genders, because young people can then see themselves as heroes. Representation is important,
because to be able to see ourselves as heroes can create heroes within us.‖ These responses
demonstrate that the readers would be accepting of characters with different body types, genders,
and ethnicities. In addition, since costumes are part of the superhero comic book standard, it is
important to comic book readers that costumes are practical and functional. Consequently,
survey participants were critical about the female superheroes‘ costume and body armor. Survey
participants expanded on this viewpoint mentioning that they wanted to see more sensible and
useful costumes and/or body armor on female superheroes.
Many respondents commented on the bodies of the selected DC and Marvel Comics‘
images in terms of the characters, that is, Superman, Wonder Woman, Lady Thor, and Thor
Odinson. These responses generally commented on the relatability and realism of the characters.
For example, some of the responses noted that, ―The Marvel images are slightly more realistic
and are softer, which is maybe more appealing,‖ ―The DC images look like the characters use
steroids, while the characters from the Marvel images look like they obtained their bodies
through hard work,‖ ―Lady Thor is more realistic than Thor Odinson, who is much less realistic.
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The athletic, smaller-breasted presentation of Lady Thor feels much more realistic than the
massive chest and twisted waist of Wonder Woman,‖ ―I find the Marvel images slightly less
exaggerated, which makes me find them more aesthetically pleasing,‖ ―I feel like the Marvel
bodies, although still quite athletic, are more attainable. The DC bodies are so sculpted and seem
to be less real,‖ ―The Marvel images represent a somewhat more realistic body type, but realism
isn‘t something always looked for in superhero comics,‖ ―I do appreciate that Geoff Johns‘
Wonder Woman has a darker skin color, although slight, because she is an Amazon warrior,‖
―The Marvel images are more realistic for humans, whereas the DC images are more realistic for
superheroes,‖ and ―I appreciate that Thor [Odinson] has chest hair and that Wonder Woman is
depicted as a badass that is carrying a heavier male.‖ These responses are evidence that the
selected Marvel Comics‘ images were observed as more relatable than the DC Comics‘ images.
This reaffirms my earlier observation that 204 respondents (42.6%) agree or strongly agree that
the selected Marvel Comics‘ images portray a realistic body, while only 90 respondents (18.8%)
agree or strongly agree that the chosen DC Comics‘ images portray a realistic body.

Section Summary
More survey respondents held the opinion that a superhero‘s gender was not important to
them. 215 (44.8%) of participants said that a superhero‘s gender was not important to them
when they become invested in a superhero‘s storyline. By contrast, only 107 (22.3%)
participants held the opinion that a superhero‘s gender was either very important or important to
them. In fact, the overwhelming majority of participants, 363 (76%), said that a superhero‘s
mission and/or morality was either very important or important to them. It is notable that 379
(79.1%) respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that the DC Comics‘ images portrayed a

113

realistic body, while 265 (55.2%) respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that the Marvel
Comics‘ images portrayed a realistic body. In fact, 204 (42.6%) respondents agreed or strongly
agreed that the selected Marvel Comics‘ images portrayed a realistic body, while only 90
(18.8%) respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the chosen DC Comics‘ images portrayed
bodies that are realistic. There were 114 (23.8%) more respondents that either agreed or strongly
agreed that the portrayal of Thor Odinson‘s body or Lady Thor‘s body is realistic. Therefore,
there were two times as many participants who agreed or strongly agreed that the Marvel
Comics‘ images were more realistic. This result demonstrates that the ―Marvel-style‖ of art
places an emphasis on realism (Lee 1991:9). Stan Lee argues that the Marvel-style stresses
realism in every panel and through the characters‘ dialogue. Additionally, Lee (1991:9)
maintains that ―despite [the superheroes] fantastic super powers, they still have woes, worries
and weakness, and each has his or her Achilles heel.‖
Survey participants held two opinions about the depiction of gender and gendered bodies
in superhero comic books. First, many respondents did not see any problems with the depiction
of gendered bodies in superhero comic books, because a superhero‘s physique is part of the
superhero comic book standard. Second, participants called for the inclusion of different body
types and genders, thereby making characters more realistic and relatable. Participants also
commented on the differences in superhero costumes, arguing that female superhero costumes
need to be more functional and practical.
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Interviews

Interviews with Comic Book Readers
To understand more about the reader‘s perception and interpretation about how gender is
depicted in comic books, I interviewed five superhero comic book readers. The interviewees
were selected at the three comic book conventions that I conducted research at and were
recruited to be interviewed after completing the comic book reader survey. The interviews
consisted of three males, ages 27 (Rory), 42 (Craig), and 48 (Malcolm) and two females, ages 30
(Julia) and 31 (Summer).1 Additionally, Craig previously worked for Marvel Comics, but not as
an artist, rather he worked in the publishing and editorial department. Furthermore, all but one
interviewee, Summer, live in the Midwest. Summer lives in the United Kingdom, although she
was recruited to be interviewed at Convention Three.
Interviewees responded to questions about how readers relate to both male and female
superhero comic book characters. Interviewees were asked which male superhero character they
closely identified with and why, and they were also asked which female superhero character they
closely identified with and why. Therefore, regardless of gender, interviewees had to identify
which male and female superhero characters they identified with and then explain their choices.
I received this response from Summer when she explained that Thor is the male superhero
character she identifies with:
Thor. Because [laughs] um he is – I think we have similar personalities. Um. He is extremely
outgoing, um very brash, um can be very insensitive sometimes, um and hogging of the spotlight,
and I think that I have the tendency to share those bad qualities. But, he is also very generous and
cares very deeply about not only his family and close friends, but just people in general. So,
overall I think we share a lot of the same good and bad qualities.
1

I have assigned an alias to all of the comic book readers who were participants in the interviews.
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Additionally, she said this about the female superhero character that she relates to:
Carol Danvers. And for the same reason. Um. Not exactly the same personality traits, but I really
strongly identify with her personality and how she approaches problems and the difficulties that
she‘s faced. So, I guess Miss Marvel slash Captain Marvel, but the Carol Danvers one.

From these two responses it is evident that Summer did not just focus on a superhero‘s good
qualities, but also their bad traits. Consequently, character flaws, like Thor‘s brashness and
insensitivity, can make a character more relatable, because they seem more human. Also,
Summer identified with Carol Danvers, because they both approach problems in the same way.
There were also personal reasons involved in a character‘s relatability. For instance, Julia said
that she relates to Lady Thor, because Jane Foster is a survivor of breast cancer, she explains
that:
Lady Thor is intelligent, and strong. And when I say strong I mean you know both physically
strong and mentally strong or emotionally strong. Also, her transformation from Jane Foster to
Thor was something that I can relate to. She is strong and worthy to handle Mjolnir [the name of
Thor‘s hammer, which can only be wielded by those deemed worthy]. I really enjoyed that aspect
to the new story of Thor that you know a female can be worthy to wield the hammer of Thor. And
I guess on a more personal level, my mother is a breast cancer survivor. So, that part of Jane‘s
story in the comics really kind of impacted the way I viewed Jane. I sort of understood what she
went through at least you know indirectly, because my mom had breast cancer.

From these excerpts it is clear that readers identify with and relate themselves to superheroes not
according to a character‘s physical attributes, but according to a character‘s personality traits,
experiences, skills, and attitude. For example, Craig explained that he is most like Storm from
X-Men, because:
She sort of is, I don‘t want to say arrogant, but she has that air of arrogance and I‘m a little
arrogant, but you know she is also very responsible to her family and to her friends and she sort
of found a new family you know once her original family was killed and um and she has good
leadership qualities um and she is noble [laughs].

Additionally, Craig also focused on Peter Parker‘s daily-life struggles and Wolverine‘s
standoffish attitude as something that he relates to:
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I think Peter Parker or Spider-Man is easy to identify with, because he is such the everyman, you
know, he is struggling to pay his bills and he has to keep a steady job and he has family
responsibilities and all that kind of stuff. I mean, you know he is one guy that I kind of identify
with. Wolverine I can kind of identify with, because I‘m kind of a loner [laughs], but I don‘t
know, you can find pieces of you know your own personality in various characters, I don‘t know
if I could just pick one. But Spider-Man is probably a good one, because of the sort of everymantype of character that he is.

There were a total of ten characters that were discussed and some characters, like Spider-Man,
were picked more than once. Of these ten characters, eight were characters from Marvel
Comics. Of the five total interviewees, four people chose characters from Marvel Comics to
compare themselves to. For Rory, the only interviewee who chose characters from DC Comics
to compare himself to, he also focused on a character‘s personalities or inner qualities saying
that:
I would have to say Batman, because he‘s got like this dark and mysterious burning demeanor to
him and I can be the same way, I try not to be, I try to be like a more outgoing person, but I
definitely have secrets that people don‘t know about.

And for the female DC character that Rory closely identifies with, he says:
I would have to say Black Canary, because I have always been a big fan of Dinah Lance. As far
as the why would go, I don‘t really know, I just feel really connected.

Interviewees also examined four comic book images: two from Marvel Comics and two from DC
Comics. They were to explain what they saw, such as the differences or the similarities between
the two characters. The DC Comics‘ images, which included the characters Batman and Harley
Quinn, were examined first by the interviewees. The two images that were selected depict both
Batman and Harley Quinn in motion; they are both climbing a rope (figures 16 and 17).
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Figure 16. DC Comics‘ interview image #1 depicting Batman climbing down a rope from
Batman Eternal #42. Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics.
Batman created by Bob Kane. All rights reserved.

Figure 17. DC Comics‘ interview image #2 depicting Harley Quinn climbing down a rope from
Harley Quinn #14. Used with permission from DC Comics. © DC Comics.
Harley Quinn created by Paul Dini and Bruce Timm. All rights reserved.
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Also, Batman and Harley Quinn were selected because they are recognizable characters, are very
different in appearance, and were part of the selected comic books, that is, the images were from
comic books published in January or February 2015. Summer had this to say about the DC
Comics‘ images:
I mean in the first image – Batman is usually portrayed and in this image he is as well, as having
absolutely enormous muscles. The point of view of the image is very much a point of view of he
is going to attack you. You know he is falling down towards the viewer in a way that puts them in
the position of ah powerlessness – Batman is in control, the viewer is not in control, because the
viewer is meant to empathize with whoever Batman is – whatever villain Batman is attacking.
Um. And Batman has a very angry expression. In contrast, Harley Quinn – this is a very, almost
third person perspective as opposed to first person. I mean even just setting her costume aside,
which is obviously much more revealing and sexual, the views that we are getting – the first of
her ass, and then the next one of her breasts…we are invited to view her from a third person
perspective and the fact that she‘s already a sexual character means that we are invited to view
her sexually. She also looks much less – I mean she certainly doesn‘t look angry or upset,
although that would be a bit out-of-character for this character, so I‘m not sure that‘s necessarily
a fair thing to expect, but she certainly looks – she‘s less in-control, she‘s entering the window in
a position that she would not be able to attack from, she could easily be overpowered.

Summer examined Batman‘s and Harley Quinn‘s body position, their facial expressions, their
costumes, and she scrutinized the characters according to the comic book reader‘s perspective.
To summarize Summer, from the perspective of the comic book reader, Batman is aggressively
moving towards the reader, which puts the reader in a position of powerlessness. By contrast,
Harley Quinn is viewed as a sexual object from a third person perspective. Furthermore,
Summer‘s response in regards to the Marvel Comics‘ characters, which included Spider-Man
and Silk, were also thoughtful and critical (figures 18 and 19).
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Figure 18. Marvel Comics‘ interview image #1 depicting Spider-Man from Spider-Verse: The
Amazing Spider-Man #014. Used with permission from Marvel Entertainment, LLC.
© MARVEL. Spider-Man created by Stan Lee and Steve Ditko. All rights reserved.

Figure 19. Marvel Comics‘ interview image #2 depicting Silk from Silk #001 (second printing).
Used with permission from Marvel Entertainment, LLC. © MARVEL. All rights reserved.
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Summer explains the Marvel images by first explaining that the Spider characters are interesting
because of their movement and flexibility.
This cover still definitely fits with the kind of stereotype of the actively involved male character.
Spider-Man is engaging in physical combat, he‘s fairly hyper-muscular, although certainly not to
the extent that DC tends to draw their characters. And Spider-Man‘s pose, unlike Batman‘s, isn‘t
in a position of power, it‘s still definitely an active motion pose, it‘s not a let me display my body
for you type of pose…Silk looks angry in a way – Silk is not making eye contact with the viewer.
Silk is looking behind the viewer. And this is actually something that doesn‘t seem to be that
common to me for cover art, because making eye contact with the viewer is one of the things that
really can sexually charge a picture…because of her costume, you can‘t see her mouth. So, the
rest of her facial expression only looks angry and in-control. You don‘t get the kind of angrycome-hither look that you often see on I don‘t know Lady Loki or things like that. She is still
displayed. I mean we still got you know her arms are spread, such that her breasts are at their
absolute maximum, the one leg coming in, that pose that women try to do in pictures to make
their thighs look smaller…it‘s halfway there between the kind of more active male pose and the
traditional, more passive female pose. The attitude is a more masculine one, seemingly.

To summarize Summer‘s response to Spider-Man and Silk, she examined the characters‘ body
positioning, costuming, movement, and Silk‘s facial expression. Although Silk is displayed to
be gazed at by the comic book reader due to her pose, she is also active in the sense that she is
displaying her powers. By contrast, Spider-Man is more dynamic in his movement and his pose
showcases action and movement. Furthermore, Rory cautioned that the depiction of gender in
comic books is dependent on an artist‘s perspective. He further explains this point revealing
that:
I‘ve always believed that it is always artist perspective, but it just depends. There is always a
sense of – if you are going to be a male superhero, you‘re gonna have the muscle and the six-pack
and like you‘re not gonna have that big guy who is walking around like you know you see most
bouncers nowadays who are like big hefty dudes, you‘re not going to see that in a male
superhero. And for female superheroes if you want your comic book to sell you‘re gonna do the
big breasts and you‘re gonna do stuff like a skimpy-looking outfit. If you look at the evolution of
Harley Quinn, for instance, when she first started out she had the whole jester-getup and she had
the jester hat, and now if you look at the Arkham Series she‘s wearing a cheerleader outfit, and
then in the new Suicide Squad [movie] that‘s coming out she‘s definitely got that skimpiness to
her. Same thing with Catwoman, Superwoman, Supergirl, Batgirl, um the only one that I can
think of that was more conservative would be Cassandra Cain, but that‘s like the only real
instance where it was more conservative. But nowadays there‘s a lot of independent comic
companies out there that go for the artwork and they just want to get their message out there, but
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for all the big name comics if you want to sell you know you have to um in the terms of business
sex sells.

Consequently, the depiction of gender in superhero comic books is not only dependent on an
artist‘s perspective, but also on sell-ability. Thus, the sexualization of female characters is part
of the comic book industry.
In examining how comic books are a form of American culture, particularly how comic
books are a legitimate form of culture, Craig explained that comic books are:
A true American art form…it is another form of mythology um its American mythology and it is
graphic storytelling.

Moreover, comic books are not only cultural, but they can also influence our culture. This
viewpoint was expressed by Summer:
Anything that asks us to, in a sense, place ourselves in the story um and most – I mean stories do
that, that‘s what stories do. Um. The writers have to make assumptions. They have to you know
it‘s not going to be literally you in the stories, so they have to choose the physical characteristics
of the characters, [and] of the stories that those particular characters are involved in. And so by
shaping what we‘re able to identify with or not to identify with – if we can‘t see ourselves in the
story at all, because it‘s so far removed from us, they shape our ideas of what types of characters
exist in the real world, what types of archetypes there should be, and therefore what types of
archetypes we should be.

Accordingly, comic books place their readers into a story; a fictional, but also relativity-realistic
story, because artists and writers need to make assumptions about the fictional world that the
characters inhabit. It is these assumptions that are grounded in culture, experiences, and biases.
One assumption regards gender, such as the representation of femininity and masculinity.
However, assumptions can perpetuate ideas of femininity and masculinity that are not positive.
Summer explained this point saying:
I think that male superheroes are portrayed as – can be portrayed as one particular stereotype of
masculinity um that can perpetuate toxic masculinity in culture. I do not necessarily think that
male characters are too masculine or female characters are too feminine, because I don‘t even
know if – because to say that would be to say that there is something wrong with being masculine
or feminine and I would never want to say that. But, I would say that there‘s definitely both male
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and female characters that portray a very specific type of masculinity and femininity that is a kind
of caricature of itself that doesn‘t tend to really exist in real life.

By making gender-related assumptions, artists indirectly contribute to unfavorable ideas about
femininity and masculinity. By portraying one kind of stereotype, such as the hegemonic male
with an exaggerated body, the stereotype becomes an ideal that is toxic, because it is perpetuated
in our culture and society and it establishes the masculine gender as unemotional, violent, tough,
and aggressive. In this way, the ideal masculine body and the ideal feminine body become
immortalized like the superheroic figure; it becomes something that is unattainable, yet it is
something we strive to achieve.
Lastly, Summer also explained that gender in superhero comic books is unique in that
powers and skills are leveled across genders, that is, female superheroes can be stronger or more
powerful than their male counterparts. This viewpoint is an example of how gender can be
visionary in superhero comic books. In particular, female superheroes can be similar to male
superheroes in terms of skills, powers, strength, agency, toughness, or competiveness. Summer
described this viewpoint stating:
One thing that‘s really special about superheroes, in terms of gender, is that by creating powers
they inherently level the playing field. You have no more excuses about you know well women
are physically weaker than men, so therefore dot-dot-dot. Because female superheroes, in
principle, are exactly as strong or stronger, there‘s nothing that stops them from being stronger
than their male counterparts, because powers can run the entire gambit. So, even physically they
can be stronger. I think She-Hulk is supposed to be stronger than Captain America and a number
of others. But, yeah so that‘s a pretty important thing to see is – is characters engaging in
activities that in other genres authors might say are impossible.
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Interviews with Comic Book Artists

I also interviewed comic book artists recruited at the three comic book conventions that I
attended. I interviewed five artists: two males, ages 42 (Kevin) and 44 (José), two females, ages
32 (Stephanie) and 35 (Valerie) and one 31 year-old individual (Ray) who identified as nonbinary.2 All individuals are mainstream comic book artists except Ray, who is a non-mainstream
artist. The mainstream comic book artists have worked in the comic book industry from 10 to 22
years. When asked about the creative design process, particularly about designing a character,
José explained that it depends on the character:
It really depends on the character. I mean it‘s ah – it takes aesthetic, ability, and talent. I mean it
depends on the character. Ah. Depending on what character you‘re drawing, you have to try to
adhere to certain aspects of that particular character.

Therefore, when a character is designed, it takes not only skill and design aesthetics, but the
artist has to adhere to the key aspects of a character, whether those aspects are physical attributes
or inner qualities. When asked how masculinity and femininity are depicted in superhero comic
books, all mainstream artists had similar responses. For example, Stephanie said that she
depicted male characters with hard bodies; she further explained that:
I would say that my male characters are bulky and their bodies are hard – muscular. Their
musculature is rigid and their jaws are square in shape.

This response is similar to José‘s remark that he draws male characters, ―Square and very rigid.‖
Kevin expressed a similar response remarking that:
I depict masculinity with large muscles um especially large arms. And they do tend to be severe –
both severe in their stance and in their personality or you know in their attitude.

2

I have assigned an alias to all of the comic book artists who were participants in the interviews.
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For Ray, the non-mainstream artist, the focus is also on body areas that can be squared and rigid,
such as the jaw. Additionally, for Ray the emphasis is not about characterization:
I have a couple you know that are men where I draw them with a more like a squared-off jaw or
like a bigger nose [laughs] or heavier eyebrows [laughs]. And as far as characterization um, I
don‘t know that I even make a real differentiation of gender in how characters act, except as to
how the genders affect individual characters. Like I don‘t have a stereotypical like [for example]
this is how a masculine character looks and acts in my mind.

Many of the artists expressed that their female characters illustrated femininity through the use of
curves and/or sex appeal. This sentiment was expressed succinctly by José who said that his
female characters were ―Curvy and sexy.‖ Likewise, Stephanie expressed a similar response
observing that:
I love to use clean and beautiful lines [for the female characters that I draw]. I would say that my
female characters are lithe and sexy. Although their personalities may be – well not necessarily
unfeminine, but they are definitely independent and competitive and aggressive, which can come
off as masculine.

This comment shows that although female characters may be illustrated as sexy and curvy, it
does not necessarily mean that the characters exhibit behaviors in a stereotypically feminine way.
This viewpoint was demonstrated through the content analysis. For instance, female characters,
such as Harley Quinn and Wonder Woman, though hypersexualized in appearance, exhibited
stereotypical masculine traits, such as toughness and competitiveness. Furthermore, a standard
in superhero comic books are the iconic costumes, which became obligatory in the 1930s.
Daniels (1991:17) remarks that ―Artists laughingly refer to such outfits as ‗long underwear.‘ In
truth, comic book artists, many of whom have at least some Classical art training, and all of
whom are pressured by deadlines to draw quickly, enjoy rendering what is in effect the nude
figure in action.‖
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Artists also had similar responses about the diversity of gender in comic books.
Although the artists agreed that there was not enough diversity in superhero comic books, they
also mentioned that the comic book industry is growing and readership is expanding, which has
created a demand for the representation of different genders, ethnicities, religions, and
sexualities. The addition and creation of new and diverse characters were attributed to the
younger generation of artists and editors, particularly female artists and editors. José articulated
this perspective saying that:
I think now [the comic book industry] has a much bigger diversity in race and gender. So, I‘m
sure we‘re going to have a lot more [artists, writers, editors, etc.] who are going to bring some of
their background into it. Because of ah, again we‘ve had so many Anglo-Saxon individuals ah
Caucasians, you are obviously going to have characters that are more Anglo-Saxon-centric. But,
I‘m sure as more diverse races and genders come [into the comic book industry] I‘m sure you are
going to have more diverse characters out there.

By contrast, Ray remarked that the mainstream comic book industry still has a long way to go in
terms of representing other genders, but that independent comics and webcomics tend to be more
gender diverse. Ray argued this perspective saying:
I don‘t think that there is enough representation of diverse genders. Um. I mean you will have lots
of extremely masculine male and extremely feminine female characters and everything in the
middle you can pretty much count on one hand most of the time. There are not a lot of you know
non-binary, gender-queer, agender humans. Um. There are not very many transgender characters.
Um. So, yeah that is in mainstream superhero comics again. In independent comics and
webcomics it is a totally different scene. But, yeah I would say there is a lack in the mainstream,
Western comics of gender diversity.

Additionally, Ray also noticed that different gender categories, when represented in mainstream
comic books, tend to be illustrated as ―other,‖ that is, as aliens, robots, and/or animals. When
non-binary genders are illustrated as aliens, robots, and/or animals the idea that non-binary
genders are weird, alien, or different is perpetuated in American society. Ray expressed this
opinion observing that:
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I think that it perpetuates this idea that people already struggle with that anything out of their
initial sphere of experience is something weird and alien and not human. Um and that is really
troublesome, especially to me as a non-binary person, because not only does it not give examples
for – you know when I was young, I didn‘t know that anything out of man and woman was even a
thing. I didn‘t realize that was a possibility for me um because that had never been portrayed in
any media or fiction of any kind, and also, it really does kind of dehumanize. You know and the
absence of anything in human experience you know just never ever mentioning it is kind of
dehumanizing, because there‘s so much variety in humanity.

Some of the artists expressed the opinion that comic books are a form of American culture and
that readers can learn about their culture. This idea was expressed by Kevin who said that comic
books are a form of American mythology, storytelling, and art form. According to Kevin:
I think that comic books are an American art form – or at least has been refined by many
American artists at least you know in regards to superhero comic books. And also many of the
superhero characters are modeled after American ideals of heroism and American values you
know truth, justice and the American way. I mean things are different today, but I think that
superheroes still resonate in [pauses] in American culture. To put it simply, I think that comic
books and again the superhero comic books are like an American mythology, you know we tell
these stories with heroic characters and they‘re doing heroic feats and fighting evil and that is like
our version of mythology or storytelling.

By contrast, José argued that comic book readers don‘t necessarily learn about their culture
through comic books, because there is not enough representation of diversity and cultural aspects
in comic books. José argued:
I mean I don‘t think there‘s much cultural ah aspects to comics, well, American comics. Because
like I said there‘s not that diversity you know there‘s just – it‘s difficult to associate yourself or to
you know – like Superman you can‘t identify with, Batman you can‘t identify with a billionaire,
Spider-Man to some extent, but again it‘s like it‘s difficult to get a cultural aspect from comics,
because again you have a very specific individual and because we‘re not really focusing on
culture, we‘re focusing on supernatural, superpowers, or super whatever.

However, all artists expressed an opinion that the comic book industry is changing and growing
and that that there will be more diverse characters in the future, whether it be in mainstream
comic books or in a movement away from mainstream comic books and into non-traditional
comic books, such as independently produced comic books. José is optimistic that with new
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artists, writers, and editors can come new insights, experiences, and perspectives, which will
hopefully result in the comic book industry incorporating innovative and diverse characters.
I get sort of people telling me that some of the characters that I write are a little stereotypical,
because again I‘m just seeing the surface. But, ah I think we‘re again getting closer. I think the
more females that are involved in the industry, I think [we get] more insight on how the way a
female thinks. Um. You know that might actually ah get more incorporated into the individual
characters. But, I‘m hoping that again that we sort of get away from the very stereotypical gender
um ah I guess roles that we sort of have been brought up to think. It‘s like we‘re individuals,
every individual thinks differently, feels differently, and I‘m hoping that that expresses in future
characters, and comics, and stories – that that gets more and more I guess touched upon, you
know.

Section Summary

Similar to the responses gathered from the surveys, the comic book readers who were
interviewed focused and related to a superhero‘s good and bad traits, character flaws, personality
traits, experiences, skills, and attitude, rather than the superhero‘s gender. For example, Lady
Thor was not relatable because she was a female character, but because she experienced breast
cancer. In comparing DC Comics‘ Batman and Harley Quinn to Marvel Comics‘ Spider-Man
and Silk, Batman was seen as moving aggressively towards the viewer, while Spider-Man was
illustrated with dynamic movement. By contrast, Harley Quinn and Silk were viewed as sex
objects, but Silk was observed being an active agent, because she displayed her powers.
However, I argue that all four characters embodied different traits of visionary gender.
According to the images, Batman and Spider-Man are competitive superheroes who display body
agency. Moreover, Silk and Harley Quinn are hypersexualized, but Harley Quinn is exhibiting
sexual agency and toughness as she climbs through a window, while Silk displays body agency
as she is in-control of her powers. It was mentioned that gender in superhero comic books is
unique from other genres because powers, skills, and abilities are leveled across genders.
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Therefore, female superheroes can be strong and sexy and sometimes they are stronger than their
male counterparts. However, the illustration of characters and gendered superhero bodies
ultimately depends on artist perspective and sell-ability.
According to the artists, skill and design aesthetics are part of designing a character, but
an artist had to adhere to key aspects of a character. In particular, as one comic book reader
pointed out, artists and writers make assumptions about the fictional world that the characters
inhabit. These assumptions, such as gender stereotypes, are grounded in culture, experiences,
and biases. Consequently, the artists stated that male superheroes have hard, rigid, square, and
muscular bodies. By contrast, female superheroes are curvy and have sex appeal. Despite their
feminine appearance, female superheroes do not need to display stereotypical feminine traits.
Female superheroes can be sexy and strong and tough and competitive. Artists argued that
gender diverse superheroes will be possible with a new generation of young artists who have
their own new and unique experiences. However, the non-mainstream artist reasoned that
different genders are represented in superhero comic books in the form of ―others,‖ such as
aliens, robots, and animals. Many artists and readers argued that superhero comic books are a
form of American mythology and graphic storytelling. In particular, superhero comic books are
an American art form or at least have been refined by American artists and they epitomize
American values of heroism and idealism.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Although superhero bodies are a standard of comic books, male and female superheroes
are very similar despite their differences. In fact, American society is becoming less binary in
general and this trend is reflected in comic books as superheroes demonstrate qualities associated
with visionary gender. However, female superheroes are able to cross gender boundaries more
often than male superheroes. In particular, female superheroes are able to be physically and
emotionally strong, demonstrate body agency, independence, toughness, and competiveness
without punishment or rebuke; they are able to be strong and sexy. Therefore, female
superheroes are adding to their femininity by using traits, roles, and abilities that are not
stereotypically feminine. This is evidence that confirms Modern Age superhero comic books are
in search of new heroes, those of which are made visible, as Jenkins (2009) argues, if we
examine how the comic book industry has responded to increasing multiculturalism within
American culture and society.
Visionary gender provides an alternative view of gender. It is a type of gender that is
valued in American culture and society. Similarly, it is valued in superhero comic books, unless
it causes destruction and harm. For example, Bargirl in Batgirl #38 fails to recognize the
consequences that her actions cause. However, Batgirl demonstrates visionary gender through
her agency as she continues her work as a superhero, despite those in power telling her not to.
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Visionary gender is a type of gender that is similar to hegemonic masculinity, but it is not
constructed in relation to women or men. In fact, both male and female superheroes demonstrate
traits associated with visionary gender, such as toughness, competiveness, sexual agency, proper
morality, and a trained body.
The trend of American gender becoming less binary is also reflected in sports. Sports
hold a particular meaning in American culture. For instance, according to athletic ability or
inability, a man‘s masculinity can be questioned or confirmed, that is, sports provide a way for
men to define themselves and other men. In comparing superheroes to athletes, a type of hero in
American culture, it is clear that body types are changing and becoming acceptable. In
particular, women‘s bodies are changing and becoming acceptable. According to Kimberly A.
Yuracko (2002:65), Title IX‘s proportionality requirement, which requires colleges to provide
―varsity athletic spots for male and female students in proportion to their numbers in the
undergraduate student body,‖ encourages young girls and boys to develop a set of skills and
attributes that are socially valued. Traditionally, these skills and attributes were encouraged in
boys. In particular, Yuracko (2002) states that Title IX‘s proportionality requirement encourages
young girls to develop skills, such as body agency, so that they can become agents in a social and
physical world.
Similar to visionary gender, Title IX provides women with an alternative view of gender;
a type of gender that is athletic and demonstrates fitness and strength. Moreover, women are
becoming stronger and are adding to their gender, that is, women remain sexually desirable even
with strength. Susah Cahn (2007:9) observes that the ―athletic girl‖ is a ―symbol of modern
womanhood.‖ In fact, gender roles become obsolete as more women play a variety of sports.
Mariah Barton Nelson (2007:171-172) expands on this point arguing, ―Female athletes provide
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obvious, confrontational evidence…of women‘s physical prowess, tangible examples of just
what women can achieve…her sports participation is a declaration of independence.‖
Consequently, Title IX, specifically the proportionality requirement, provides a way for women
to change the social and cultural meanings attached to femaleness. Particularly, social and
cultural meanings attached to femaleness moves from ―passive beauty or sex object to strong
physical agent‖ (Yuracko 2002:75).

Significance and Contribution of Research

What makes this research unique in regards to anthropology, gender, and culture is that it
examines changing cultural expectations in American culture and society with respect to gender.
Culture is the learned behaviors, ideas, beliefs, traditions, values, customs, and worldviews that
characterize particular groups of people. The anthropological definition of culture refers to our
way of life and it encompasses everything that makes us a cultural human. Comic books form a
subculture within American culture. In fact, comic books reinforce values, traditions, ideals,
codes, and norms of behavior that are important to American culture. Additionally, comic book
and fandom culture forms what Anderson (1983) terms an ―imagined community.‖ For example,
the fandom community is socially constructed by fans, comic book readers, comic book artists
and writers, and the comic book industry, who perceive themselves as belonging to the
community through their shared interests and commonalities, rather than their geographic
proximity to one another.
There has been a rise in the interest of studying mass media and cultural materials by
anthropologists. However, Mahon (2004:467) argues that ―in anthropology focused attention on
the individuals and groups who produce [media and popular culture] is still unconventional.‖ In

132

fact, cultural anthropologists have not produced extensive scholarship on comic books. For
instance, the images and text of American Modern Age comic books, specifically the superhero
genre, have not been examined extensively. Although comic books are still in search of cultural
legitimization, this research shows that comic books function as a ―vehicle of culture‖ (Spitulnik
1993:294). This research also demonstrates that comic book artists create a cultural product, the
comic book, and in the process of creating the cultural product they create a social process, such
as the production of a fan-based community, ideology, stereotypical assumptions, and/or a newly
emerging and culturally acceptable gender. Additionally, this research supports the idea that the
study of comic books should be an area of research and scholarship, because comic books
address social issues happening during their time of publication, such as the threat to American
safety and values represented in post-September 11th superhero comic books and the search for
new heroes in Modern Age superhero comic books. Comic books also chronicle history and
historical events and address social inequalities, such as racial, gender, age, and sexual
orientation inequalities. Furthermore, comic books are a form of culture and discourse. For
example, comic books are a form of American storytelling and both meaning and knowledge are
produced through the use of familiar symbols and images.
Many comic book readers and artists suggested that the stories told in superhero comic
books are the only true form of American mythology. In fact, comic books are a unique form of
storytelling involving both text and images. Since comic books are cultural objects, they express
culturally specific values and ideas, such as American idealism and heroism. Culturally,
superhero comic books give us a greater understanding of our values in an idealized version of
what society can be. Consequently, superhero comic books provide us with a commentary on
our society and tell us about American idealism, American patriotism, American optimism, and
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the triumph of good over evil. Currently, superhero comic books provide us with a social
commentary on the War on Terror, the importance of American safety, and the importance of
African American lives as Sam Wilson (The Falcon) has taken on the mantle of Captain America
in Marvel Comics‘ All-New Captain America. Heroic and superheroic tales dominate American
storytelling and the stories inspire us to be heroes. Heroes are identifiable to us as we follow
their heroic journey; as readers we grow with them and we see their character flaws. Although
comic books, specifically superhero comic books, are not solely an American ―invention,‖ they
represent a form of American storytelling and mythology. Moreover, superheroes augment
mythology itself. For example, similar to Greek myths, superhero comic books are episodic.
Also, like Greek mythology, the hero has sought after traits. Particularly, heroes in Greek myths
and superheroes in comic books embody the sought after traits of tenacity, humiliation,
willpower, strength, and intelligence.
This research has also furthered our understanding of gender concepts depicted in a form
of American popular culture, the superhero comic book, and defines a new and culturally
acceptable gender that is reflected in comic books as well as in American sports; I have termed
this new gender ―visionary gender.‖ Since gender is socially and culturally constructed,
visionary gender demonstrates that American society and culture is becoming less binary and
that women and men are adding traits, attributes, and behaviors to their gender. In particular,
visionary gender allows for women and men to exhibit traits such as independence,
competitiveness, toughness, emotional and/or physical strength, and sexual agency or sexual
assertiveness. Visionary gender is similar to Title IX‘s proportionality requirement, which
encourages women to participate in athletics. Visionary gender and the gender that is
represented in women athletes provide alternative views of gender, both of which are valued in
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American culture. In fact, both of these genders empower women and men and provide role
models to its spectators or readers. Additionally, visionary gender in superhero comic books
provides a way to create and search for new heroes, which is a common theme in Modern Age
superhero comic books, and it reflects the changing gender expectations happening in American
culture. In fact, visionary gender was the second most frequently occurring gender in the six
comic books that I analyzed; it was preceded by hegemonic masculinity. I have shown in this
research that American gender is interconnected with and reproduced through cultural ideas and
practices concerning the body. Likewise, I have shown that gender is a dynamic concept and
cultural constructions about the body change over time. For instance, gender in American
culture is becoming less polarized and this trend is reflected in the superhero body, which is a
personification of cultural and social values in physical form.
Furthermore, this research examined indicators of gender not previously examined in
American superhero comic books. Specifically, I examined the text of six Modern Age Marvel
and DC comic books using two sociolinguistic theories, dominance and difference theory, which
are used to analyze the gender of a speaker. Although Tannen (1994) and West and Zimmerman
(1983) argue that men use interruption to dominate women in conversation, this pattern was not
reflected in my results. Since female characters used interruptions more often than males did to
dominate and control conversation, the dominance theory was not supported. However,
interruptions were used by female characters as a sign of power and control, that is, a speaker‘s
power, granted to them by their higher position, was used to interrupt and control the other
participant in a conversation. In these examples the dominance theory was supported. I was also
able to demonstrate, using difference theory, that language use was gendered. In particular,
female characters from Modern Age Marvel and DC comic books offered suggestions, were
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cooperative language partners, and/or were placed in the role of mediator. By contrast, male
characters from Modern Age Marvel and DC comic books engaged in conflict-causing or
argumentative language. These results reflect the patterns observed by Coates and Pichler
(2011) and Tannen (1994) in regards to language use being gendered in speech communities.
In addition to the text analysis, I conducted an in-depth content analysis. The content
analysis demonstrated that male and female superheroes are more similar than different, that is,
American culture is becoming less binary in general and this pattern is reflected in superhero
comic books. In particular, both female and male superheroes embodied traits associated with
visionary gender. For instance, male and female superheroes displayed sexual agency, although
females displayed this trait more often. Additionally, my results showed that comic book images
can sexualize men and women by depicting them in sexually provocative poses, emphasizing,
showing off and exaggerating sexual parts of their body, and through the use of clothing or lack
thereof. In fact, both the male and female gaze exists in comic book readership. Mulvey (2009)
states that the male gaze occurs when men, involved in the process of looking, derive pleasure
from the image that they consume and from the fact that they are in control. Milestone and
Meyer (2012) expand on this point arguing that the female gaze exists in popular culture through
sexualization and aestheticization of the male body.
Although the female gaze is not as prominent in comic book readership as the male gaze,
both male and female comic book readers exist and both male and female superheroes are
hypersexualized, that is, their bodies are depicted as objects of desire. However, female
superheroes are more often hypersexualized than males. For instance, when the survey
respondents examined the selected images from the Marvel and DC comic books, an
overwhelming majority either agreed or strongly agreed that the images portrayed bodies that are
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sexually desirable to most people; 410 (85.4%) participants held this opinion about the Marvel
Comics‘ images and 398 (82.9%) held this opinion about the selected DC Comics‘ images.
Furthermore, an almost equal amount of women and men held these opinions. For example, 153
(31.9%) women and 166 (34.6%) men agreed that the Marvel images were sexually desirable.
Thus, although there is a female gaze in American culture, it is not as prevalent in our sociocultural framework as the male gaze.
There were limitations to this study. First, there were time constraints, especially at the
comic book conventions, which resulted in shorter interviews, particularly with the comic book
artists. A second limitation of this study is that I interviewed artists that were not the artists of
the comic books that I analyzed. It would have been beneficial to interview artists that were
artists for the six comic books that I analyzed, since it would have helped with understanding the
artist‘s perspective and intention of drawing specific female and male superheroes. Third, at the
comic book conventions I was only able to interview comic book artists, but to get a holistic
perspective on the comic book industry, it is necessary to interview the entire comic book design
team, which would also include writers and editors. Fourth, this research focused on the
superhero genre of comic books. Further research is needed in the other genres of comic books
as well as in graphic novels. Lastly, it is possible that some of the survey and interview
participants held a brand loyalty. For example, some participants may only read Marvel Comics
and as a result they would be more inclined to answer in favor of Marvel Comics.
Comic books require more in-depth studies with regards to the illustration of gender,
sexual orientation, and racial inequalities. Not only do American comic books and graphic
novels require further examination, but comic books and graphic novels produced by other
cultures require more in-depth analysis as well. Different genres of comic books require further
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research, as well as the study of social issues and social inequalities portrayed across publishers,
particularly how independent comic book companies depict social issues and inequalities. In
addition, comic books are not only created by artists, but by an entire design team, including
editors and writers. It is important to examine the role that writers and editors play in producing
comic books. For example, are there differences in the content of comic books with respects to
male and female writers and editors? Another area of study involves the understanding of comic
book shops and comic book conventions as ―cultural clubhouses.‖ Lastly, the examination of
cosplay and crossplay as well as the landscape of comic book conventions requires further
research.
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COMIC BOOKS USED

DC Comics

Batgirl #38. March 2015. Cameron Stewart and Brenden Fletcher, writers. Babs Tarr, artist.
Maris Wick, colors.
Batman Eternal #42. March 2015. Scott Snyder and James Tynion IV, story. Kyle Higgins,
script. Ray Fawkes and Tim Seeley, consulting writers. Jed Dougherty, Goran Sudžuka and
Roger Robinson, artists. Lee Loughridge, colors. Batman created by Bob Kane.
Harley Quinn #14. March 2015. Amanda Conner and Jimmy Palmiotti, writers. Chad Hardin,
artist. Alex Sinclair, colors. Amanda Conner and Paul Mounts, cover artists. Harley Quinn
created by Paul Dini and Bruce Timm.
Justice League #38. March 2015. Geoff Johns, writer. Jason Fabok, artist. Brad Anderson,
colorist. Superman created by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster. Batman created by Bob Kane.
Justice League #39. April 2015. Geoff Johns, writer. Jason Fabok, artist. Brad Anderson,
colorist. Superman created by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster. Batman created by Bob Kane.

Marvel Comics

Silk #001 (second printing). March 2015. Robbie Thompson, writer. Stacey Lee, artist. Ian
Herring, color artist. Dave Johnson, cover artist.
Spider-Verse: The Amazing Spider-Man #014. April 2015. Dan Slott, writer. Giuseppe
Camuncoli and Olivier Coipel, pencilers. Wade von Grawbadger, Cam Smith and Livesay,
inkers. Justin Ponsor, colors. Spider-Man created by Stan Lee and Steve Ditko.
Thor #004. March 2015. Jason Aaron, writer. Russell Dauterman, artist. Matthew Wilson, color
artist. Russell Dauterman and Matthew Wilson, cover artists. Thor created by Stan Lee, Larry
Lieber and Jack Kirby.
Uncanny Avengers #001. March 2015. Rick Remender, writer. Daniel Acuña, artist.
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CODE OF THE COMICS MAGAZINE ASSOCIATION OF AMERICA, INC.
Adopted October 26, 1954
PREAMBLE
The comic-book medium, having come of age on the American cultural scene, must measure up to its
responsibilities.
Constantly improving techniques and higher standards go hand in hand with these responsibilities.
To make a positive contribution to contemporary life, the industry must seek new areas for
developing sound, wholesome entertainment. The people responsible for writing, drawing, printing,
publishing, and selling comic books have done a commendable job in the past, and have been
striving toward this goal.
Their record of progress and continuing improvement compares favorably with other media in the
communications industry. An outstanding example is the development of comic books as a unique
and effective tool for instruction and education. Comic books have also made their contribution in
the field of letters and criticism of contemporary life.
In keeping with the American tradition, the members of this industry will and must continue to work
together in the future.
In the same tradition, members of the industry must see to it that gains made in this medium are not
lost and that violations of standards of good taste, which might tend toward corruption of the comic
book as an instructive and wholesome form of entertainment, will be eliminated.
Therefore, the Comics Magazine Association of America, Inc. has adopted this code, and placed
strong powers of enforcement in the hands of an independent code authority.
Further, members of the association have endorsed the purpose and spirit of this code as a vital
instrument to the growth of the industry.
To this end, they have pledged themselves to conscientiously adhere to its principles and to abide by
all decisions based on the code made by the administrator.
They are confident that this positive and forthright statement will provide an effective bulwark for
the protection and enhancement of the American reading public, and that it will become a landmark
in the history of self-regulation for the entire communications industry.
CODE FOR EDITORIAL MATTER
General standards—Part A
(1) Crimes shall never be presented in such a way as to create sympathy for the criminal, to promote
distrust of the forces of law and justice, or to inspire others with a desire to imitate criminals.
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(2) No comics shall explicitly present the unique details and methods of a crime.
(3) Policemen, judges, Government officials and respected institutions shall never be presented in
such a way as to create disrespect for established authority.
(4) If crime is depicted it shall be as a sordid and unpleasant activity.
(5) Criminals shall not be presented so as to be rendered glamorous or to occupy a position which
creates a desire for emulation.
(6) In every instance good shall triumph over evil and the criminal punished for his misdeeds.
(7) Scenes of excessive violence shall be prohibited. Scenes of brutal torture, excessive and
unnecessary knife and gunplay, physical agony, gory and gruesome crime shall be eliminated.
(8) No unique or unusual methods of concealing weapons shall be shown.
(9) Instances of law-enforcement officers dying as a result of a criminal‘s activities should be
discouraged.
(10) The crime of kidnapping shall never be portrayed in any detail, nor shall any profit accrue to the
abductor or kidnaper. The criminal or the kidnaper must be punished in every case.
(11) The letters of the word ―crime‖ on a comics-magazine cover shall never be appreciably greater
in dimension than the other words contained in the title. The word ―crime‖ shall never appear alone
on a cover.
(12) Restraint in the use of the word ―crime‖ in titles or subtitles shall be exercised.
General standards—Part B
(1) No comic magazine shall use the word horror or terror in its title.
(2) All scenes of horror, excessive bloodshed, gory or gruesome crimes, depravity, lust, sadism,
masochism shall not be permitted.
(3) All lurid, unsavory, gruesome illustrations shall be eliminated.
(4) Inclusion of stories dealing with evil shall be used or shall be published only where the intent is to
illustrate a moral issue and in no case shall evil be presented alluringly, nor so as to injure the
sensibilities of the reader.
(5) Scenes dealing with, or instruments associated with walking dead, torture, vampires and
vampirism, ghouls, cannibalism, and werewolfism are prohibited.
General standards—Part C
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All elements or techniques not specifically mentioned herein, but which are contrary to the spirit and
intent of the code, and are considered violations of good taste or decency, shall be prohibited.
Dialogue
(1) Profanity, obscenity, smut, vulgarity, or words or symbols which have acquired undesirable
meanings are forbidden.
(2) Special precautions to avoid references to physical afflictions or deformities shall be taken.
(3) Although slang and colloquialisms are acceptable, excessive use should be discouraged and,
wherever possible, good grammar shall be employed.
Religion
(1) Ridicule or attack on any religious or racial group is never permissible.
Costume
(1) Nudity in any form is prohibited, as is indecent or undue exposure.
(2) Suggestive and salacious illustration or suggestive posture is unacceptable.
(3) All characters shall be depicted in dress reasonably acceptable to society.
(4) Females shall be drawn realistically without exaggeration of any physical qualities. NOTE—It
should be recognized that all prohibitions dealing with costume, dialog, or artwork applies as
specifically to the cover of a comic magazine as they do to the contents.
Marriage and sex
(1) Divorce shall not be treated humorously nor represented as desirable.
(2) Illicit sex relations are neither to be hinted at nor portrayed. Violent love scenes as well as sexual
abnormalities are unacceptable.
(3) Respect for parents, the moral code, and for honorable behavior shall be fostered. A sympathetic
understanding of the problems of love is not a license for morbid distortion.
(4) The treatment of live-romance stories shall emphasize the value of the home and the sanctity of
marriage.
(5) Passion or romantic interest shall never be treated in such a way as to stimulate the lower and
baser emotions.
(6) Seduction and rape shall never be shown or suggested.
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(7) Sex perversion or any inference to same is strictly forbidden.
CODE FOR ADVERTISING MATTER
These regulations are applicable to all magazines published by members of the Comics Magazine
Association of America, Inc. Good taste shall be the guiding principle in the acceptance of
advertising.
(1) Liquor and tobacco advertising is not acceptable.
(2) Advertisement of sex or sex instruction books are unacceptable.
(3) The sale of picture postcards, ―pinups,‖ ―art studies,‖ or any other reproduction of nude or
seminude figures is prohibited.
(4) Advertising for the sale of knives or realistic gun facsimiles is prohibited.
(5) Advertising for the sale of fireworks is prohibited.
(6) Advertising dealing with the sale of gambling equipment or printed matter dealing with gambling
shall not be accepted.
(7) Nudity with meretricious purpose and salacious postures shall not be permitted in the advertising
of any product; clothed figures shall never be presented in such a way as to be offensive or contrary
to good taste or morals.
(8) To the best of his ability, each publisher shall ascertain that all statements made in advertisements
conform to fact and avoid misrepresentation.
(9) Advertisement of medical, health, or toiletry products of questionable nature are to be rejected.
Advertisements for medical, health, or toiletry products endorsed by the American Medical
Association, or the American Dental Association, shall be deemed acceptable if they conform with
all other conditions of the Advertising Code.

